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41 THE ENTERTAINMENT ISSUE 
The emphasis is on the first letter in ESPN. 


42 NOLABELS 
Chance the Rapper and the Bulls’ Jimmy Butler wear 
Chicago pride on their shoulders. BY JUSTIN TINSLEY 


48 LEBRON THE SEQUEL 
This is what happens when James takes his 
talents to Tinseltown. BY PABLO S. TORRE 


58 CENTERS OF ATTENTION 
SNL's Leslie Jones tells Kristaps Porzingis just how 
she'd fix their beloved Knicks. BY ALLISON GLOCK 


62 TOP OF THEKEY 

Damian Lillard's collaborators go between the 
lines of the NBA star's debut album, The Letter 0. 
BY JUSTIN TINSLEY 


68 AND... ACTION! 
Motocross star Jolene Van Vugt lands a new gig as 
a Hollywood stuntwoman. BY ALYSSA ROENIGK 


72 THEFAST BREAK AND THE FURIOUS 

Kevin Durant! Draymond Green! Luke Cage? Three 
Hollywood screenwriters at the top of their game 
flip the script(s) on the Warriors. BY DAVID KOHAN, 
ADAM McKAY AND CHEO HODARI COKER 


Jimmy and'Chance are all 
about breaking boundaries, 
not staying between the lines. 


FORWARD 


13ARACING MIND Dale Jr. has found peace as he 
heads back to Daytona. BY TOMMY TOMLINSON 

24 ANYBODY WANT A HAUTE DOG? Staples 
Center has the Lakers, Clippers, Kings and—OMG— 
mac-and-cheese hot dogs. BY DAVE WILSON 

28 ALL-PURPOSE MAC It’s an Insiders “role” call 
as our experts weigh Christian McCaffrey’s NFL fit. 
30 BEST TRIP EVER: NEW ORLEANS Cruise the 
Crescent City like a pro on NBA All-Star weekend. 
BY MIKE TRIPLETT AND JUSTIN VERRIER 

32 THE SHOW RUNNERS Sure, UCLA can score, 
but March success requires more than just putting 
up points. BY HALLIE GROSSMAN 

38 ZOOM Caps fans took their hats off to Alex 
Ovechkin ... 210 times. BY BEN ARLEDGE 
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8 VOICES 

A Special Olympian 
on his inspiration. 
BY IAN RAWN 


10 THE NUMBERS 
Applying analytics to 
The Bachelor. It’s 
important work. 

BY PETER KEATING 


80 THE TRUTH 

The Williams sisters 
movement. 

BY HOWARD BRYANT 
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JIMMY BUTLER’S WARDROBE: JACKET BY ACNE; SHIRT AND JEANS BY AMIRI; BUTLER’S OWN JEWELRY; 
CHANCE THE RAPPER’S WARDROBE: JUMPSUIT BY CHAMPION; SHIRT BY KOKOROKOKO VINTAGE; HAT BY NEW ERA 
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Two-on-Two 


New York or Chicago: Thin crust or deep dish? Empire State Building or Willis Tower? Jay Z or 
Kanye? Yankee Stadium or Wrigley Field? Tough calls! (Well, except for the pizza. Sorry, Chicago.) 
Speaking of tough calls: We lined up two dynamic duos for the Entertainment Issue, but how 
could we choose between Chicago’s own Chance the Rapper with Bulls dynamo Jimmy Butler and 
Knicks superfan Leslie Jones with MSG unicorn Kristaps Porzingis? Well, we didn’t. We side- 
stepped the centurylong spat between the cities and chose both. Both players are locked inona 
second-half playoff push, while our entertainers are booked down to the minute. (Jones would 
have to hurry from our shoot to SNL rehearsals and Chance to an open mic event for Chicago 
teens.) Thankfully, everyone's people talked to everyone else's people, synced their calendars and 
let our stars vibe just like we hoped they would. During an impromptu dunk contest (on an 
adjustable rim), Butler discovered that his barber used to cut Chance’s hair. And after Jones 
surprised Porzingis with her hoops acumen, the comic and the 7-footer basically started 
photo-directing themselves. The result? Two headlining acts—and two memorable covers. 
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INSIDER 


Top NBA Prospects at Each Position 


Yet more confirmation that this season has been the Year of the Freshman: First-year players dominate 
NBA draft Insider Chad Ford's Big Board 3.0, holding top billing at each of the five spots on the floor. 
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PG | WASHINGTON (NO. 1) 
= 

Fultz has been awesome 
(23.2 ppg, sixth in NCAA} 
and can’t be blamed for 
the Huskies’ 9-14 
record. The 6-foot-4, 
195-pound guard is still 
the favorite to go No. 1 
and would be a Wooden 
Award favorite if his team 
were better. It’s not a 
slam dunk, but Fultz’s 
smooth style, versatility 
and lack of a glaring 
weakness make him the 
top pick for most GMs. 
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SG | KENTUCKY (NO. 6) 
= 

Monk is the best pure 
scorer on the board— 
his 47 points against 
UNC was the most 
against the Tar Heels in 
64 years. His range and 
athleticism are a rare 
combination, but he 
doesn't possess enough 
other strengths to 
warrant a higher pick. 
The 6-3 Wooden Award 
candidate might be the 
top pick if he were taller 
or a pure point guard. 


SF | KANSAS (NO. 3) 
= 

Jackson had the No. 1 
spot at the start of 

the season and has 
made a strong case for 
reclaiming it recently 
by averaging 21.5 ppg 
and 10 rpg in big wins 
over Kentucky and 
Baylor. The Detroit 
native is a potentially 
elite defender, a major 
weapon in the open 
court and a terrific 
playmaker and passer 
for a 6-8 wing. 


PF | DUKE (NO. 8) 

= 

It’s difficult to include 
the 6-11 Giles here 
given his limited action 
(he returned from knee 
surgery on Dec. 19), 
but scouts believe they 
haven't seen the real 
Giles yet. The top 2016 
recruit still has a lot of 
fans among NBA front 
offices. If Giles finishes 
strong and tests out OK 
at the combine, he 
could easily return to 
the top five. 


C | CREIGHTON (NO. 13) 
= 

Patton is the most 
efficient player in the 
nation, shooting 71 
percent from the field 
and 82 percent at the 
rim, according to 
Hoop-Math.com, and 

he seems to just be 
scratching the surface. 
This isn’t a great draft 
for centers, but the 6-11 
Patton’s strong play 
lately could change that. 
Many GMs predict he 
could crack the top 10. 


If not for the Huskies’ 
struggles, Fultz’s 
dominant play would 
make him a Wooden 
Award front-runner. 
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THE ONLY PLACE FOR EXCLUSIVE 
ANALYSIS AND CONTENT FROM 
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Turn back to the cover and 
find your account number on 
the mailing label of your 
ESPN The Magazine. It starts 
with ESN and is 10 digits long. 


Fire up the internet and g 
ESPN.com/in4free. Enter your 
account number and click 
“Activate your Insider account.” 
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create an Insider member name 
and password. Click “Finish.” 
Congrats! You're already smarter 
than the average fan. 
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Fire and Ice How Tara Lipinski and a 
Pennsylvania fire depariment inspired a Special 
Olympics figure skater to reach for gold. 


et me introduce myself. I am Ian Rawn, 34 years old, from Plano, 
Texas. I work for an accounting firm, am a trained firefighter and love 
the Dallas Cowboys, Arkansas Razorbacks football, Les Mis, Tara 
Lipinski, karaoke and cooking. 

Iam also a figure skater, and I will be the only member of Team USA from Texas at the 
Special Olympics World Winter Games in Austria (March 14-25). I have Down syndrome, 
you see, butthanks to my wonderful family and an amazing support group, I am doing things 
that some might never have thought possible. 

Take my program for Austria, which my coach, Jayne Marshall, and I have been working 
on for a year. I will skate on the ice to the theme from the Spider-Man movie, dressed in a 
costume with webs. In my two minutes, 10 seconds, I will do a spiral waltz jump, a toe loop, 
a scratch spin, a salchow, a cross-Chinese arabesque, a shoot-the-duck, a backward spiral, 
another waltz jump, then a salchow spin to stop and a bow. 

Pretty cool, no? Especially given the obstacles I've had to overcome. People with Down 
syndrome often have heart defects, and I had to undergo three operations as a child, though 
my heart is now stable. There are a lot of people with Down syndrome in the world, and we 
have different abilities and different things that are challenging, just like the rest of the 
population. The cool part is that we are all awesome, in our own unique way. I graduated with 
honors from high school. 

We also have to occasionally deal with people who don't understand the potential of people 
with Down syndrome, but my family has always surrounded me with love and support wher- 
ever we've lived — Little Rock, Seattle, Pittsburgh and now Texas. 

My father, Jeff, is a priest at Christ Church Anglican. My mother, Cinde, is the executive 
director of Threads of Hope, a nonprofit project that empowers indigenous and disabled 
artisan women in South America. And I have a sister, Story, and a brother, Madison. 

My mom likes to say that I was always a dreamer. When I was a kid in Arkansas, I would ride 
around the house in my toy fire truck. I wanted to be a fireman. Well, when we moved to Penn- 
sylvania, I got a chanceto realize that dream. The town we lived in, Sewickley, had a fire depart- 
mentthat was looking for volunteers. I was accepted and wentto training to be a hose, hydrant 
and equipment man. I got really good scores except on the math part—my math is horrible—so 
Iwas made a permanent probationary firefighter. When we had to move, the company threw 


mea going-away party, and one ofthe firemen took me up on this huge 
hook and ladder, and for a minute, I really was Spider-Man. 

After we settled in Texas, I was able to live out two more dreams. 
The first was to be onstage: I love music and musicals, especially Les 
Misérables. So I joined the Plano Youth Theatre. I acted in produc- 
tions like Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, helped 
direct others and made some fantastic friends. 

The other dream was inspired by gold medalist Tara Lipinski. 
When I saw her on TV atthe 1998 Olympics in Japan, I told my fam- 
ily, ^I want to be her” Well, about 10 years later, my brother was 
working with a guy, Paul Tassone, who taught me how to figure skate. 
So that’s how І got started оп this amazing ride. As it turned out, my 
work in the theater really helped me prepare for my figure skating. 

Itis funny that fire and ice became so much a part of my life. When 
you think about it, you need both to realize your dreams: the passion 
to follow your heart and the ability in your brain to stay calm and 
cool. My motto on the ice and in life is: “If you fall, you fall, but you 
get back up and finish.” 

ГЇЇ never forget the day the letter came from Team USA telling me 
Таа made the team. It was ... overwhelming. It still is. I am so grate- 
ful to Eunice Kennedy Shriver for starting the Special Olympics, not 
only for myself and all the incredible friends I've made over the years 
in a variety of sports, but also for showing the world what people with 
challenges can do. 

We can literally make dreams come true. I have another one, by 
the way. I have some experience as a team manager, so I would like 
one day to work for the Cowboys, especially with Dak Prescott, Jason 
Witten and Ezekiel Elliott. 


COVERAGE OF THE SPECIAL OLYMPICS WORLD WINTER GAMES 
BEGINS MARCH 18 ON ABC AND ESPNe. 
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When Moneyball Met The Bachelor Can the same statistical 
methods we use for sports tell us anything about love? 
You bet! So will you accept these analytics? 


s reality-TV dating a sport? Of course it is! It’s competitive and strategic, 
and its battles reveal how its participants respond to challenges. It re- 
quires stamina. It has inspired fantasy leagues. And it’s way more popular 
than the biathlon. While, uh, conducting research on this matter, I real- 
ized it’s possible to apply the same kind of Giant Killer analytics we use to identify college hoops 
dark horses to The Bachelor: Using regression analysis, we can isolate the variables that have 
keyed past winners, then see which current contestants share those characteristics. After all, 
as Shushanna Mkrtychyan, the only Bachelor contestant ever with “mathematician” listed as 
her occupation, recently posted on Instagram: “Mathematics may not teach me howto add love 
or subtract hate, but it gave me every reason to believe that every problem has a solution.” 
Itturns out that at least partial data about contestants is available online for 13 past seasons 
of The Bachelor (2004 and 2006-16), and we compiled it with a big assist from data analyst 
(and Bachelor fan) Alice Zhao. So what matters when it comes to finding love? 
HAIR COLOR: The single worst attribute for a Bachelor contestant is red hair, which leads to 
women leaving the competition an average of nearly four weeks earlier than they would 
otherwise, according to our statistical model. A ginger hasn’t even made it past Week 1 
since 2012, and last year bachelor Ben Higgins bypassed the perfectly lovely redhead 
Laura Esselman for (among others) a contestant who introduced herself by giving him a 
dental exam and a pair of twins who spoke in unison. 
RACE: The Bachelor has famously never had an African-American bachelor or winner, and it 
once went four years without even having a black contestant. It’s often hard to tell which of 
the show’s dramas are rooted in actual conflict and which are played up by the producers for 
entertainment or shock value. But however you interpret incidents like last season’s contes- 
tants deriding Jubilee Sharpe as a “queen bee” and not a soccer mom, the numbers are stark: 
Before this season, 15 of 26, or 58 percent, of The Bachelor’s African-American women were 
eliminated in their first or second week, according to data from Fusion.net. And our model 
estimates that being black costs contestants, on average, about 2.3 weeks on the show. 
AGE: Bachelors like their contestants young (finalists have been 25.6 years old, on average, 
versus 26.3 for all other contestants) ... 
HEIGHT: ... and short. The data here is limited, but women who аге 5-foot-8 or taller go home 
an average of 1.4 weeks earlier than those who are 5-4 or under. 


REGION: In the 13 seasons I studied, 19 percent of finalists (five of 26) 
were from the Pacific Northwest, even though just 5 percent of con- 
testants hailed from Washington or Oregon—a trend first ID'd by 
the site Fantasy4Reality in 2014. On the other hand, 52 women have 
come from the Northeast, and zero—zero!—have advanced to the 
finals. I always assumed that Dolores Farburg was wiped out in 
Week 1 of Season 5 because she had the most un-Bachelor-like name 
ever, but maybe it was her hometown of Phillipsburg, New Jersey. 
OCCUPATION: Employment categories can get dicey with a show that 
has counted a cadaver tissue saleswoman, a WWE diva-in-training 
and a chicken enthusiast among its contestants. Plunging ahead 
nonetheless, our model indicates that women who work in service or 
hospitality jobs, such as hairstylists or bartenders, enjoy a 2.7-week 
advantage on The Bachelor. But that doesn't necessarily mean they'll 
snag the final rose: 42 percent of the shows winners have come from 
helping professions, such as teaching, or nonprofits. It’s almost as 
though the men on The Bachelor are the type who'd date a salon co- 
ordinator who used to be Miss Rhode Island but end up with a labor 
and delivery nurse. Wait, that actually happened in 2005. 

Add it all up and our model projects this season’s winner to be— 
hold on to your hat!—Corinne Olympios, the contestant everyone 
loves to hate. Corinne is very young (24), very short (5-1) and very 
assertive. And heading into Week 7, Nick Viall either likes or hasn't 
seen through her conniving ways. 

Ihave to point out, though, that the 36-year-old Nick has been on 
something like 146 previous incarnations of The Bachelor, all unsuc- 
cessfully. And if he and the producers want to break with formula 
rather than follow it, they truly now have their chance. Rachel Lind- 
say is а 31-year-old African-American attorney from Dallas, and her 
interactions with Nick have genuinely sparkled. As with Giant Kill- 
ers, the basic numbers matter, but so do the matchups. 
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A Racing Mind 


| ЩЕ rat Jr. returns at Daytona after lettir ing hi his brain heal from multiple 
и and after undergoing а different sort of rehabilitation for his psyche. 
BY TOMMY TOMLINSON 
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has spent his life welding the scraps together. He 
worries that it will fall apart again ifhe’s not a good 
enough driver and a good enough man. 

“Т always make things worse than they are, ог cre- 
ate problems that aren't there,” he says. “And going 
and doing some simple task becomes a problem. I 
start imagining problems that aren't there. What 
people are going to think, who's going to judge me 
and am I going to be good enough, am I worthy?" 

He thinks of his confidence as a battery. Some 
mornings when he wakes up, it is cold and dead. His 
legion of fans, his loyal crew, his best friends, the 


DALE EARNHARDT JR. 


woman he has fallen in love with—in his low mo- 
ments, he sees them as blessings he didn't earn and 
doesn't deserve. Sometimes he believes he is what 
heis only because of who his daddy was. 

Heis at Darlington in December because of Mich- 
igan last June. On the 62nd lap ofthe FireKeepers 
Casino 400, he got bumped and slid high up the 
track. The right side of his car hit the wall—back end 
first, then the front, a double tap. He had a history 
of concussions. He knows of at least four others in 
his career, but this didn’t feel like that at first. He 
brushed it offas allergies, or maybe a sinus infection. 
He ran three more races, jostling his brain even 
more with the normal pounding of life in a race car. 
Then the symptoms caught up with him. Suddenly 
he couldn't walk two steps without stumbling. His 
eyes vibrated in their sockets. He fell into dark 
moods he couldn’t shake. He ended up sitting out 
18 races, the entire back half of the 2016 season. 
Some days he thought he might have to retire. Oth- 
er days he thought he wanted to. 

Over months of rehab, he found his way out of the 
fog. But to race in 2017—beginning with the season- 
opening Daytona 500 on Feb. 26 —he needs medical 
clearance from NASCAR. The last hurdle is this test 
at Darlington. NASCAR normally limits testing to 
afew scheduled sessions. But while Dale Jr. was out, 
NASCAR passed an exception allowing drivers who 
missed time for medical reasons to run one extra 
private test. It might as well have been called the 
Dale Jr. Rule. The NASCAR official is here to make 
sure the crew doesn’t gather extra data on the car, 
which would be an unfair advantage. The neurosur- 
geon, Jerry Petty (no relation to legend Richard 
Petty), is here to check on Dale Jr. between runs. In 


his 18 years at NASCAR's highest level, Dale Jr. has 
run 169,682 laps in competition. These laps at this 
empty track might be the most important of his life. 

Dale Jr. puts on his helmet and gets in the Chevy 
SS. Adam Jordan, the crew member responsible for 
the car’s interior, leans through the window to make 
one last check. He swears he can see Dale Jr’s heart 
pounding under his firesuit. 

An interesting thing happened to Dale Jr. in 
those five months out of the race car: He demanded 
less and listened more. He has always been a living 
contradiction—part people pleaser, part selfish and 
spoiled. In his time off, he focused on shedding the 
side he doesn’t like. “The person I became in that 
little moment is the person that I always want to 
be,” he says. 

And here is his conflict: Can he hold on to his 
new self and still keep the edge it takes to survive 
on the track? 

He is 42 now, and he knows that someday soon 
he will have to give it up. But now, in Darlington, he 
flicks the ignition switch and the engine explodes to 
life. He pulls out of the garage and rumbles past the 
ambulance with the EMTs waiting, just in case. He 
jerks the wheel left and pulls onto the track. Every- 
one else is behind him now. This is the part he has 
to do alone. 


HE LOOKS AT the crowd ahead and draws a deep sigh: 
“So many people.” 

We're in Miami in late November, three weeks 
before that day in Darlington. Dr. Micky Collins, 
Dale Jr’s concussion specialist in Pittsburgh, has 
been telling him to get out of the house and stress- 
test his brain. No better place for sensory overload 
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He’s won more only 
at Talladega (6) 


than aracetrack. So Dale Jr. has been visiting for the 
past few races, hanging out in the pit box, doing 
some TV and radio work. On the morning of the 
Ford EcoBoost 400 at Homestead-Miami Speed- 
way—the last race of the season— Dale Jr. has a full 
schedule of meet-and-greets with sponsors and fans. 
At most tracks, his people take him around in a 
Tahoe with emergency lights. Nobody knows it’s 
him, and everybody gets out of the way. But at 
Homestead, some gates are too tight for a car to get 
through. The only option is a golf cart. 

Dale Jr. is by far NASCAR’s biggest star—fans 
have voted him most popular driver 14 years in a 
row. Thousands of those fans are ahead of us on the 
plaza outside the track. Imagine the crowd outside 
the Oscars and Will Smith rolling up on a scooter. 
That's what this feels like. 

Kenny the driver guns the cart as best he can, but 
sometimes he has to dial it down to walking speed. 
Nobody’s expecting Dale Jr. to ride by, so most peo- 
ple don't notice until he's right up on them. When 
they do, it’s a highlight reel of double takes. 

Holy s---, that’s Junior! 

Hey, Dale, Iwas in the Navy, can I get a picture? 

Dale, I'm your biggest fan! Гт from Canada! 

Dale Jr. mostly stares straight ahead. He's good 
about signing autographs, but if he stops out here, 
the fans will fall on him like zombies. 

We pull up to a side door, and everybody jumps 
ой Ше cart the instant it stops moving. Now were in 
a commercial kitchen, quick-cutting past startled 
cooks shredding cabbage, a scene from a Jason 
Bourne movie. We wind through three rooms and 
dive into a service elevator somebody has held open. 
Two chefs are standing in the other corner, staring. 

The elevator is slow. 

That universal awkward elevator silence sets in. 

One floor. 

Another. 
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Career best, tied 
with Martinsville 


Dale Jr. looks over at the chefs. 

“Cooking for a lot of people today?" he says. 

Then the door pops open and he’s speed-walking 
out. First it's the Goodyear suite, then Axalta, then 
atent full ofpeople from Nationwide. At every choke 
point, fans block his path. One woman plants herself 
6 inches from his face and won't move until she gets 
an autograph. It's a no-win moment. Stay and you 
get mobbed. Leave and you've pissed off a fan. He 
jumps on another elevator and slumps against the 
back wall. “If I was racing today, I wouldn't do this,” 
he says. “Га be saying ‘Hell по.” 

But he knows better. This is the price of his life. 
He's had a thousand days like this since he started 
racing in the Cup series—NASCAR’s premier 
league—back in 1999. Budweiser signed him to an 
eight-figure sponsorship deal and started the 
“Countdown to E-Day" four months before his first 
Cup race. He was the namesake son of Dale Earn- 
hardt, NASCAR’s outlaw god. No incoming driver 
has ever been more hyped. Dale Jr’s career came 
preloaded with hundreds of thousands of fans. 

Back then he cared only about the one who 
shared his name. 

Dale Sr. and his wife, Brenda, divorced when Dale 
Jr. was 2. The kids—Dale Jr. and his sister, Kelley— 
went to live with their mom. But in 1981, when Dale 
Jr. was in first grade, their house burned down. 
Dale Sr. and his future wife, Teresa, took in the kids. 
Coming off his first Cup championship, racing con- 
sumed Dale Sr5 life. Nannies and relatives raised the 
children. Dale Sr. loved his kids, but he demanded 
control—when they went out to eat, he told everyone 
exactly where to sit. He gave them everything they 
needed except what they craved: his time and atten- 
tion. “You didn’t sit down and have a conversation 
with Dad about your school or what was happening 
in your life,” Kelley says. “There wasn't this sense of 
family in our family.” 


Easily a career best, ahead 
of 12.2 at Texas 


| AVG. FINISH | FINISH 


13 10.4 13.6 


Sixth best over his career, with 
Atlanta No. 1 (11.6) 


Kelley dealt with it by keeping quiet and studying. 
Dale Jr. dealt with it by leaving cereal bowls under 
his bed and getting kicked out of Christian school. 
They took different paths for the same purpose: to 
get closer to their father. That’s why Dale Jr. got into 
racing. He just wanted his dad to notice him. 

Without their dad’s help, Dale Jr. and Kelley raced 
short tracks in the Carolinas with their half brother, 
Kerry. A lot of people still think Kelley was the best 
of the three back then, but Dale Jr. had more than 
just a name. Every top driver has some world-class 
skill: peripheral vision, spatial awareness, a sense of 
what to do by howthe car feels in the seat. (That last 
one is called “driving with your ass) Dale Jr’s big- 
gest skill is how fast he can process what he sees— 
the circuit from eyes to brain to body that turns the 
shaky blur on the track into a tap of the brakes or a 
turn of the wheel. 

His dad noticed. In 1996, when Dale Jr. was 21, 
Dale Sr. gave him a car to race in what was then 
called the Busch Grand National Series, NASCAR’s 
version of Triple-A baseball. Dale Jr. won two cham- 
pionships at that level, in’98 апа '99. In 2000, when 
he graduated to his first full Cup season, he and Dale 
Sr. won two races apiece. Even better, they had got- 
ten to know each other as father and son. They 
scrapped like any other drivers on the track—Dale 
Sr. threw a shoe at Dale Jr. after getting bumped in 
an exhibition race in Japan—but they also spent af- 
ternoons sitting around and talking, getting caught 
up on the time they had missed. It was how Dale Jr. 
had always hoped it would be. 

Then in the first race of 2001, on the last lap at 
Daytona, Dale Sr. hit the wall and died. 

We will come back to that moment, but for now, 
know this: It left Dale Jr. unmoored. He was 26, and 
his father was the only authority he respected. And 
the fans who mourned Dale Sr's death projected 
their grief—and their hopes—onto his son. They 
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missed the man who wore the thick mustache, spun 
out cars blocking his way and woke up every morn- 
ing to Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Gimme Back My Bullets.” 
Dale Jr. bleached his hair blond and went around 
cars instead of through them and listened to Pearl 
Jam. Fans still loved him, but more than anything, 
they wanted him to be his daddy. It never turns out 
that way. 

He had partied hard before, but now he devoted 
his life to pleasure. It didn’t take him and his buddies 
long to empty the two cases a week Budweiser sent 
him. He hung out with Kid Rock. His house outside 
Mooresville, North Carolina, north of Charlotte, had 
a giant basement he called Club E. He showed it off 
on MTV Cribs. Sometimes he’d have 250 people 
down there drinking and dancing and smashing 
furniture. Budweiser also gave him a boxing ring, 
where he sparred with friends. He didn’t know how 
to act normal. Nothing about his life had ever been 
normal. A lot of 20-something men just hope for a 
date on a Friday night. Dale Jr. got hired by Playboy 
to take photos of naked triplets in his garage. 

He still won races—15 in his first five years as a 
full-time Cup driver—but he went even harder on 
the off-days. As his 20s faded into his 30s, the morn- 
ings felt more empty. He wondered through the 
hangovers: Why the hell am I living like this? In 
some ways, partying filled the same hole racing did. 
It made him part of a group, made him feel like he 
was worth something. It was a way to chase after the 
family that always felt a car length away. 

His life off the track wasn't good for his mind. His 
life on the track wasn't good for his brain. 
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WHEN HE TALKS about his concussions, Dale Jr. has 
a hard time keeping them straight. Тћеуте varia- 
tions on the same horror story. 

In 1998, racing at Daytona in the Busch series, he 
collided with Dick Trickle and went airborne back- 
ward. His car barrel-rolled and bounced off Trickle’s 
hood before landing, somehow, upright. When he 
got out and tried to do an interview, he fell down. 
Later on, his crew noticed that the wreck had thrown 
him sideways so hard that he had bent the door with 
his helmet. They all laughed about it. 

In 2002, at the Napa Auto Parts 500, he got tan- 
gled with Kevin Harvick as Harvick dove for pit road. 
He went headfirst into the wall in nearly the same way 
Dale Sr. had done the year before. He hid his symp- 
toms from his team and drove with a concussion for 
three months afterward. When NASCAR found out, 
it put in a new rule giving doctors at the track more 
authority to demand concussion tests after a wreck. 

In 2012, during a test at Kansas Speedway, one of 
his tires blew out and he went straight into a fence 
at 190 mph. The moment just before he hit was the 
one time he thought he was going to die. He felt sick 
at dinner afterward, but he had seats in the owner’s 
suite to a Washington Redskins game that night— 
he’s a lifelong fan—so he and Amy went ahead and 
flew to DC. Now, when he thinks about it, the whole 
day feels like a hallucination. 

Six weeks after that, he got trapped in a four-wide 
pack on the last lap at Talladega and got hit from 
both sides in a massive wreck involving 25 cars. 
Steve Letarte, his crew chief at the time, called him 
on the radio: You OK, buddy? Dale Jr. replied: I don't 


know, man. I mean, I don't know how many ој them 
hits like that I can take. Doctors concluded that he'd 
had two concussions: one from that crash and one 
from the wreck in Kansas. NASCAR ordered him to 
sit out the next two races. That was the first time he 
rehabbed with Dr. Collins. 

Those are just the concussions he’s sure about. 
Like every other professional driver, he has wrecked 
dozens of times—all the way back to when he was a 
teenager, fiddling with his new CD player, and 
flipped his Chevy truck on Christmas morning. His 
career is a timeline of concussion awareness in 
sports. In 98, laugh it off. In’02, keep driving. In 12, 
miss a couple of races. In 16, sit out half a season. 

NASCAR, like other sports leagues, is trying to 
keep up. In 2014, it started requiring baseline con- 
cussion tests for drivers before each season. The 
ImPACT test measures short-term memory, reac- 
tion time, attention span and problem-solving. 
Drivers who wreck take the test again, and doctors 
compare the results to check for impaired brain 
function. (Some scientists question whether the Im- 
PACT test really works, and some researchers are 
concerned that it frequently shows false positives. 
Still, sports teams and leagues around the world use 
it, including teams in the NFL, the NHL and MLB 
and in collegiate and high school sports.) 

The nature of racing presents problems other 
sports don’t have. After a big wreck, it’s easy to check 
a driver who has to get out of a crumpled car. But 
what if the car can still go? Drivers steer bent-up 
cars back onto the track all the time—the longer they 
stay in the race, and the higher they finish, the more 
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they get paid. Doctors can’t check a driver who 
doesn't pull over. And if NASCAR changed the rules 
to park any car involved in a crash, drivers—and 
fans—would be furious. 


Drivers on the IndyCar open-wheel circuit wear 
earpieces that measure the forces on a driver’s brain 
in a crash and send the information to an impact 
data recorder—a “black box"—that's installed in ev- 
ery car. Officials study the data and, based on their 
guidelines, can force a driver to sit out at least the 
next week. NASCAR cars have had black boxes since 


2002, the year after Dale Sr's death pushed the sport 
to make cars and tracks safer. But drivers don't have 
the earpieces, so NASCAR can't tell with any preci- 
sion how a crash directly impacts a driver's head. 
And, at least officially, NASCAR doesn’t use the crash 
data to decide whether a driver should sit out a race. 

Still, NASCAR drivers are paying attention. Carl 
Edwards nearly won the Cup championship last year 
before wrecking at Homestead-Miami with 10 laps 
to go. Butin January he announced that he was step- 
ping away from the sport at age 37 and mentioned 
Dale Jr’s concussions as a factor in his decision. “I 
don’t like how it feels to take the hits that we take,” 
Edwards said. “I’m a sharp guy, and I want to bea 
sharp guy in 30 years.” 

The major problem in racing is a theory of relativ- 
ity. The long-term risks of concussions are now clear 
to most athletes. But race car drivers risk much worse 
every time they pull onto the track. No one knows 
that better than the son of Dale Earnhardt. - 


Back in November, when Dale Jr. was doing one 
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Dale Jr. got to know his 
father best through 
racing, which is one 
reason he keeps doing 
it despite its toll. 


talked about how the race there doesn’t start until 
midafternoon. That means that midway through the 
race, the sun sets straight into the drivers’ eyes. For 
half an hour, on every lap, the drivers come out of 
Turn 4 and for a few seconds their windshields turn 
white with glare. They can't see 15 feet in front of 
them. “Like flying through a cloud in a plane, he said. 
Imagine being behind the wheel with 40 drivers 
on the track, all going 130 mph, all basically driving 
blind. Later on, I ask Dale Jr. about it: Doesn't that 
scare the crap out of you? He shrugs. He's got a spot- 
ter to tell him what he can't see. He trusts the other 
drivers. It doesn't last that long. All of which is to say: 
His nightmares are different from yours and mine. 


NOW WE’RE IN Las Vegas for the NASCAR banquet, 
a week before the test at Darlington. Dale Jr. and 
Amy sit down to lunch at a restaurant in the Wynn 
hotel. The server brings by a tray of red velvet cake 
macarons. Dale Jr. has never had a macaron. *Holy 
moly; he says. 

Back in the summer, after the concussion, Vegas 
would have felt like hell. Five weeks into recovery, 
nothing was getting better. His eyes still shook so 
bad he couldn't focus. He stumbled in the aisle at 
Sam's Club. His face clouded over and he got extra 
quiet—the surest sign he was in a bad mood. 

The people close to him cared about his recovery 
as a person but also as a driver, because with Dale Jr. 
itis all mixed together. Kelley runs JR Motorsports, 
which handles his marketing and fields a team of 
drivers in the sub-Cup circuits. His mom works there 
in accounting. Rick Hendrick—owner of Hendrick 
Motorsports, the team Dale Jr. drives for—has 
known Dale Jr. since he was a child. Three years after 
DaleSr. died, a Hendrick Motorsports plane crashed 
in Virginia. One of the 10 people who died was Ricky 
Hendrick, Rick's only son. In some ways, Hendrick 
says, he and Dale Jr. have been parent and child for 
each other ever since: “I’ve kind of filled the role in 
his life, and he's filled a little of that role in my life” 

(The one family member Dale Jr. doesn't spend 
time with is his stepmother, Teresa Earnhardt. They 
separated professionally in 2007 when Dale Jr. left 
Dale Earnhardt Inc.— which Teresa ran—to race for 
Hendrick. They haven't had much contact since.) 

Every morning that Dale Jr. woke up and lost his 
balance was another morning that millions of dol- 


of those Homestead-Miami meet-and-greets, he LTS lars in decisions had to wait. Sponsors were already 
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making plans for 2017 and wondered whether he 
was coming back. His team didn’t know from week 
to week whether Бед be driving the car. 

He tried to speed up his treatment, but it was like 
he was stuck in sand. Collins prescribed a mild anti- 
anxiety drug. He put the word out to Dale Jr's fam- 
ilyand team: Don't keep checking on him. Don't even 
ask how he’s doing. Give him some space for a while. 

The only one who saw him every day was Amy. 

They met in the fall of 2008, when he decided to 
tear down his old house and build a new one. She was 
an interior designer for the team he hired to do the 
work. Dale Jr. talked T.J. Majors, his spotter and one 
of his best friends, into tagging along to the meetings 
about the house. You have to see this girl, Dale Jr. said. 
T.J. watched them look at each other across the table. 

It wasn't an easy beginning. Amy had been mar- 
ried and split from her husband. Dale Jr. had been 
with lots of women, but he'd never learned how to 
treat one. 

Неа call his buddies, and they'd call their bud- 
dies, and thered be 100 people at the house before 
Amy knew what was going on. “When me and Amy 
first met, I was super selfish;" he says. “We’re doing 
whatever I want to do. You wanna do what I wanna 
do, right? Yeah, we're doing it” 

Amy wondered why she had moved to North 
Carolina. They had multiple come-to-Jesus mo- 
ments, but none stuck. Dale Jr. was still determined 
notto grow up. He stayed up all night playing video 
games. His friends brought him takeout for supper. 


But every so often the kind side of him would come 
out, the side that wanted to make her happy. It was 
just enough to hang on to. She stayed. And slowly, 
Dale Jr. realized he wanted her to. 

“I don't know what the turning point was,” Amy 
says. 

“I do,” Dale Jr. says. “In my heart and mind, it's 
always been Jane” 

Jane is their couples therapist. They've been see- 
ing her for three years. It was Dale Jr's idea. He has 
been in counseling of one sort or another, off and on, 
since he was 11 or 12. He also has seen it work for 
other family members. Jane was the one who helped 
him understand that he was committed to the wrong 
things, that he was worthy of a better life. 

Looking back, he sees what ajerk he was—to Amy, 
to his crew, to anybody who tried to get him to do 
anything besides what he wanted to do. Part of it was 
his anxiety, which led him to cut relationships short 
before they went bad. Part of it was the entitlement 
of being a millionaire when he barely needed to 
shave. Part of it was the worry about being discov- 
ered as a fraud who didn't deserve any of it. 

And part of it, he knows, traces to his childhood, 
to the little boy playing with Matchbox cars while 
his dad was gone racing real ones. Dale Jr. is not 
ready to dig quite that deep yet. He just knows he 
spent years going in the wrong direction. 

“I ran that course for so long,” he says. “Too long. 
I had had enough. But I didn't know how to be a 
good person” 


For Amy, helearned. He started listening. He kept 
more regular hours. When they built the new house, 
they redid the basement. It's still spectacular—a 
theater, a karaoke rig, an old Chevy truck they 
turned into a DJ booth. But these days Dale Jr. is 
more likely to listen to old LPs down there while 
Amy has a glass of wine. It's not Club E anymore. 

After the concussion, Amy woke him up every 
morning to do his rehab work. He shot baskets and 
flung medicine balls. He did elaborate vision drills— 
reading a tiny eye chart he held out in front of him 
while he walked forward and backward, shaking his 
head back and forth. He stumbled around in a dark 
room with swirling lights so his body could learn to 
get its bearings again. Nearly two months into re- 
hab, he finally started to get better. His stress level 
dropped. And as it did, he noticed he had become a 
different man. 

He came back to his race shop to hang out with 
his crew, and over sushi at a place down the road, 
they bonded again. He jumped back onto the team 
message board, where they share race info and give 
one another unrelenting grief. The crew members 
had been able to tell, just from his body language, 
when they needed to take the long way around him. 
Now he walked lighter. 

For years, Dale Jr. had mapped out his life to the 
hour—he clung to routines because new things made 
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him anxious. But now he had free time and a desire 
to improvise. He and Amy took a last-minute trip to 
Texas to see her parents. They flew to a music festival 
in Milwaukee just to see a band they loved, Lord 
Huron; Dale Jr. stood in the crowd, anonymous. 

Back home they went to the Cabarrus County Fair 
with Greg Ives—his crew chief since 2015—and Ives’ 
wife, Jessica. They went down to watch the pig rac- 
es. Dale Jr. walked down the midway, a version of 
that dark rehab room with the swirling lights. This 
time he didn’t stumble. 

He even tried a few rides. He and Amy climbed 
into one that was a version of the classic Gravitron— 
you get into a big cylinder, stand with your back 
against the wall and hang on as ії starts to spin. The 
force of the spin presses you backward. You feel like 
the world is about to drop out from under you. 

Amy almost threw up. Dale Jr. was wobbly when 
it was over. But they survived the ride together. 


DALE JR. PUTS his head in his hands: “I am so sick of 
talking about myself.” 

Some of the old Dale Jr. has returned this after- 
noon, mid-December, a week after Darlington. We're 
at his and Amy’s house, which he doesn’t like to show 
to strangers. He got here late because another ap- 
pointment ran over. He has to pose for photographs. 
He's being polite. But normally he talks in para- 
graphs. Now everything he says is two or three words. 

Нез down on himself today too. Racing is not that 
hard, he says. Most anybody could do it. The walk 
back to the motor coach at Bristol wears him out 
more than the race. 

Dale Jr. has lived his complications in public while 
he agonized over every one in private. This couch 
we're sitting on is where he and Amy curl up with 
Gus, their Irish setter, and laugh at Junebug, their 
Pomeranian. The bedroom upstairs is where he can't 
sleep unless he drapes himself over Amy. 

This is a place for family. We're not family. 

He perks up once. I mention all the odd things he 
has collected on his 200 acres. Theres an Old West 
town, a replica gas station, a custom treehouse, a 
nine-hole pitch-and-putt golf course. Strewn 
through the woods are carcasses of old race cars he 
has collected for years. I mention how weird it will 
be when somebody digs this place up 10,000 years 
from now. 

"That's right,” he says. “I want people to wonder 
what happened here” 

History matters to him. He still has the Redskins 
helmets and uniforms his mom gave him for Christ- 
mas when he was a kid. He has a private server with 
recordings of hundreds of NASCAR races going 
back to the 505. He proposed to Amy at a church in 
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Germany, in the town where he had traced the Earn- 
hardt family back 10 generations. 

While the photographer works, I wander into a 
hallway off the living room and find a little museum 
of history: the history of Dale Jr. and his dad. Here 
are two of Dale Sr: firesuits. There's his application 
to race in NASCAR. Follow the pictures down the 
wall and you see Dale Jr. turn from boy to teenager 
to grown man with Dale Sr. by his side. Dale Jr. 
didn’t used to keep many pictures of his daddy 
around. But that was before Daytona in 2001. 

And now we're back to that moment. 

Dale Sr. was running third when he hit the wall. 
The two drivers in front of him both drove for his 
team. Michael Waltrip took the checkered flag—his 
first win in 463 Cup starts. Dale Jr. finished right 
behind him in second. NASCAR fans will argue un- 
til the Rapture about what Dale Sr. was doing on 
that last lap. Was he trying to win the race, or block- 
ing the rest of the field from catching his friend and 
his son? The story ends the same either way. He 
spent his last moments at his son’s back. 

NASCAR races at Daytona twice a year. The July 
after his father died, Dale Jr. headed to Florida 
early. There used to be a week off before the Day- 
tona summer race, and for years he and his buddies 
had enjoyed the beach before the crowds showed 
up. That year, when they got to town, they went to 
the speedway and found the gate open. Dale Jr. 
drove his Suburban onto the track. They were go- 
ing about 35 when a security guard cut them off, 
furious. Then he saw who was driving. He let Dale 
Jr. finish the lap. 

They got to Turn 4. The skid marks were still on 
the track. 

Dale Jr. got out and took a walk around. He didn't 
know how he would feel. He just tried to soak in ev- 
erything in his life, and his father’s, that had put them 
in that place together. “If I had any issues, I was going 
to find out that moment; he says. “And I didn’t.” 

He decided then that Daytona would always be 
sacred to him. 

A week later, in the first race at Daytona since his 
dad’s death, Dale Jr. won the Pepsi 400. 

Sixteen years later, Daytona will be where his 
comeback starts. 

He feels 100 percent healthy, though he knows 
each concussion makes it easier to get the next one. 
He plans to donate his brain to science. Maybe it 
will help make racing safer, but racing will never 
be safe. The danger is the attraction. Dale Jr. talks 
about how you can get an inch or two from the wall 
at some tracks and compress the air into a cushion 
that makes the car go faster. But get too close and 
you re into the wall. That's the thrill of it—that tiny 


space between joy and disaster. 

Off the track, for now, he has found the cushion. 
He and Amy got married on New Years Eve. They 
Instagrammed their honeymoon in Hawaii, drink- 
ing cocktails and watching whales, looking happy 
and relaxed. Dale Jr. hopes he and Amy have chil- 
dren. Most of the people close to him already have 
kids. It is a different kind of race, and he is behind. 

He also wants to run fast on the track. He wants 
to win more races—he has 26 wins in his Cup ca- 
reer—and maybe the Cup championship he has 
never won. He’s on the last year of his contract with 
Hendrick. He plans to race for a couple of months, 
see how he feels, before he decides whether to sign 
up for more. After his time off, retirement no longer 
feels like a distant notion. “I’ve done everything I 
ever thought I would do,” he says. “I’ve done more 
than I thought I was capable of doing. I look at my 
trophies and can't believe they're mine.” 

But his mind is still not quite settled. As much as 
his time off made him a better human being, it 
couldn't replace the feeling he gets inside a race 
car—that happiness at making so many other people 
happy. “Гуе had a hard time trying to find something 
that's comparable,’ he says. 

He wouldn't race if nobody was watching. That's 
the whole point. He wants his fans to watch him, he 
wants his team to care about him, in the same way 
allthose years ago that he wanted his daddy to notice 
him. That's why he got in the car. That's why it's so 
hard to get out. 

Racing has wrecked his family and battered his 
brain. But he has hauled it all back to the shop and 
rebuilt it one more time. 


BACKAT DARLINGTON, that Wednesday in December, 
Dale Jr. tears around the track at 170 mph, running 
15 or 20 laps at atime. He pushes hard enough to give 
his car a classic “Darlington stripe” from scraping the 
wall. Every time he pulls back into the garage, Petty— 
the neurosurgeon—runs him through a series of 
tests. He balances on one foot, closes his eyes and 
touches his nose. He shakes his head back and forth, 
focusing on Petty’s finger in front of him. Petty gives 
Collins updates on the phone. Dale Jr’s brain does 
everything they ask it to do. 

The sun is getting low. Dale Jr. can already tell he'll 
be medically cleared, he knows he'll get to race at 
Daytona, but he’s got time for one more run. He gets 
back into the car. His heart beats calm and steady. 

Again, he fires up the race car. Again, he pulls out 
of the garage and past the ambulance. Again, he turns 
out onto the track. He mashes the gas and disappears 
around the first turn. Sometimes a man has to go in 
circles to find himself. H 
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Chef Josiah Citrin: 

"| could do a lot of crazy 
things. But it’s about 
keeping it to where it works 
and where people like it.” 


FORWARD ~ 


STADIUM FOOD DECONSTRUCTED 


Anybody Want 
a Haute Dog? 


A fine-dining chef proves it’s not 
where a hot dog comes from that 
matters but what you do with it. 


Dave's Doghouse has been a hit at LA's Staples 
Center, selling 600 to 800 hot dogs a game at its 
three stands around the arena. But these dogs 
come with a pedigree: They were created by a chef 
with two Michelin stars, Josiah Citrin of Mélisse, 
one of Zagat's top restaurants in LA since 2003. 
(He’s also a cousin of the Doghouse’s founder, 
Dave Cheren.) Here Citrin dishes on his amaz- 
ingly simple recipe for a four-dog night: 

Does a chef with two Michelin stars actually eat 
hot dogs? 

Why not? Generally, people usually think fine- 


24 ESPN 02.27.2017 


dining chefs eat that kind of food all the time. But 
hot dogs are great. We try to control how much 
mustard is on it, how much relish, create those 
bites that I find are the perfect balance. You taste 
the bun, the hot dog, the mustard, the relish. The 
chili dog is also really good. 

What is your take on the direction stadium food 
has taken? 

Ithink food culture in America has completely 
evolved. Everyone expects more from food, and 
the arenas want people to stay and eat there. But 
with everything going on outside of them, the 
competition is steep. 

How does getting a hot dog stand in Staples Center 
rank among your accomplishments? 

I was really stoked when it happened. I've been 
going to Lakers games since I was a youngster. 
Its fun to be able to feed lots of people instead of 
80 people a night. I think it's a great product for 
1,000 people. 


You blend in Stouffer's to your mac and cheese mix. 


Why Stouffer's? 

Its kind of shocking, right? It's just one of those 
things you grew up with. It gives me that balance 
where I can keep it consistently very strong [at 
three different stands]. I don't want to overcom- 
plicate the recipe. I want it to be really good. 
—INTERVIEW BY DAVE WILSON 


MAC 'N' CHEESE HOT DOG 


INGREDIENTS 


116. Stouffer's 
macaroni and cheese 

8 cups water 

1 tbsp. salt 

Ye |b. macaroni pasta 

2 cups aged sharp 
cheddar sauce 

% |b. shredded Parmesan 
% 16. shredded 

sharp cheddar 

4 all-beef hot dogs 

4 Hawaiian hot dog buns 
2 tbsp. butter 

Yellow mustard 

Bacon crumbles 

Diced onions 


INSTRUCTIONS 


Warm Stouffer’s macaroni 
and cheese by following 
instructions on package. 

Pour 8 cups of water into 
a large saucepan, add salt 
and bring to a boil. 

Once water is boiling, place 
macaroni in water and stir 
occasionally until tender. 

Remove pasta from 
water and drain. 

Place pasta back in the pan 
and add sharp cheddar sauce; 
stir until combined. 

Add shredded sharp 
cheddar and shredded 
Parmesan cheese. 

Add warm Stouffer's 
macaroni and cheese to 
pasta mixture. 

Cook hot dogs on 
flattop/grill. 

Melt butter in a skillet; 
once melted, place hot dog 
bun on skillet face up and 
toast both sides. 

Place cooked hot dog in bun. 

Top with mac and cheese 
mix, yellow mustard, bacon 
topping and diced onions. 

Serves four. 
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BECOME A FIRST-TIME TASTER. 


£ = 
EN 1 Bite into all this sausage, egg and cheese sandwiched between 
Croissant | [р buttery croissant, then tell us: How would you describe the tas 


Jg 


© 2016 Tyson Foods, Inc. 
Po EET 
ڪڪ و‎ 


+ ER ће: 


BEST-SELLING TRUCKS - 
FOR 40 STRAIGHT YEARS | 


Forty straight years of truck leadership. How do F-Series … - 

‘trucks pull off that epic run? Rock-solid durability, 
up-to-the-nanosecond technology and jaw-dropping ` 

_ capability. It’s a tough job. E екш s got to doi 
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SCOUTTAKES 


All-Purpose Mac 


Christian McCaffrey was a triple threat—running, receiving, 
returning—at Stanford before turning pro, but the NFL is a 


different game. Is he a running back? A slot receiver? We asked 
an NFL scout to rate McCaffrey, then had our Insiders respond. 


THE SCOUT CARD | 


POSITION. RB/WR 
HEIGHT — 6-0 
WEIGHT — 200 
RUSHING 144.9 
RECEIVING 38.2 
YPG 


KICKOFF 55.5 
RETURN YPG 


Statistics are for 2015 
and 2016 seasons. 


KC JOYNER 

ESPN INSIDER 

1 He did very well among 
Power 5 backs: second in 
rushing on plays directed 
outside the tackles (2,018 
yards in 2015 and '16) 
and fifth in receiving on 
passes directed outside 
the numbers (270 yards]. 


TODD McSHAY 
ESPN INSIDER 
2 He's not Barry Sanders. 


He possesses long-stride speed in the run and pass games 
and can outrun Power 5 defensive 
pylon.” He'll cut back and fight for yardage along the sideline, 
and his vision and awareness keep 
downfield blocks. And he doesn't s 
On the other hand, he lacks top-level short-area c 
direction and quickness. His erect running style a 
contact on his legs," and the first defender takes 
too frequently. He’s a disciplined route runner wh 
his marks with timing and doesn't fool the quarte 
He has good hands and catches the ball away fro 
body, smoothly transitioning it to a secure position while 
accelerating." On the flip side, his receiving acume 
dynamic enough to make him a receiving speciali 
NFL. Не projects as a mid- to upper-tier NFL run 


That's not his game. His 
run style is more Le'Veon 
Bell. He's patient and 
has a great sense for 
when to hit the crease in 
a zone-blocking scheme. 


MEL KIPER 

ESPN INSIDER 

З 1 don't agree. 
Suddenness isn't an issue 
for McCaffrey, and he has 
quick feet and is shifty. 
He'll test extremely well. 


backs on angles to the 


him on the proper side of 
hy away from contact.? 


S 


hange of 


ows first 
im down 
hits 


nisn't 
tinthe 


McSHAY 

4 Agree. He needs to lower 
his pads consistently 
before contact, but he's 
never run with great pad 
level and still broke a lot 
of tackles at Stanford. 


KIPER 

5 This assessment is a bit 
harsh. Running backs 
can’t evade everybody. 

He often makes first 
defenders miss. 


ing back? 


JOYNER 

6 Among Power 5 backs 
in 2015 and 16, he was 
tied for third in screen- 
pass receptions [28], 
was fifth in screen-pass 
yards (214) and led the 
Power 5 in yards after 
first defensive contact 
on screen passes (113). 


McSHAY 
7 Another decent 
comparison is Devonta 


Freeman. While Freeman 
is shiftier, they both make 
defenders miss and have 
high-end receiving skills 
for the position. 


JOYNER 

8 McCaffrey has been one 
of the best pass catchers 
at his position. He ranked 
fifth in catch percentage, 
fourth in yards per 
reception, third in yards 
after catch per reception 


McShay projects 
McCaffrey as the 28th 
best prospect. Kiper 
predicts he'll go to 
Green Bay at No. 29. 


and sixth in drop 
percentage among Power 
5 RBs in 2015 and '18. 


KIPER 

9 | would say he's an 
upper-tier all-around 
back. If all he could do 
was run the football, 

he would be knocked 
down a peg. He will step 
into the league and be 
one of the most versatile 
backs on day one. 
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BEST TRIP EVER 


New Orleans 


Headed to the Big Easy for the NBA All-Star 
Game on Feb. 19? Plan your doughnut stops, 
museum trips and gator hunts with help from 
the city’s top pros. (The biggest key: Living like 
a local means never visiting Bourbon Street.) 


REPORTING BY MIKE TRIPLETT 


AND JUSTIN VERRIER 


JRUE HOLIDAY 
Pelicans PG, 2013 All-Star 


1 BEAR’S PO'BOYS 

Famous for its roast beef po’boys, 
Bear's has been open since 2010 
= 


3206 Metairie Road 
bearspoboys.com 

“The first week we were 
here, I went with [wife 
and former USWNT 
midfielder | Lauren. 
It’s the best рођоу I’ve 
ever had. I've gotten 
everything: catfish, roast 
beef, shrimp. It's all 
good. Even the fries.” 


DREW BREES 
Saints QB, 10-time Pro Bowler 


2 YE OLDE COLLEGE INN 

Bar and restaurant open since 1933, 
now focusing on farm-to-table cuisine 
= 


3000 S. Carrollton Ave. 
collegeinn1933.com 

“It reminds me of 
Cheers—you walk in 
and everybody knows 
your name. They ve 
got the square bar right 
in front, and everybody's 
gathered around, and 
it's just a great, friendly 
vibe, good atmosphere” 


MIKE DUNLEAVY 
Tulane men's basketball coach 


3 NEW ORLEANS WAREHOUSE DISTRICT 
Neighborhood home to unique restaurants, 
museums and more than 25 art galleries 
= 


Julia Street 
neworleansonline.com 
“I enjoy going downtown 
to the French Quarter 
to see street performers. 
After that, you should go 
on to the Warehouse 
District to check out the 
art galleries” 


ALVIN GENTRY 
Pelicans coach 


4 DISTRICT DONUTS 

With a catalog of more than 100 dough- 
nuts, a favorite spot for breakfast and more 
= 


2209 Magazine St. 
districtdonuts.com 

“If you're into breakfast, to 
get a real good feel of New 
Orleans, theres District 
Donuts. And then you've 
got to go to Stein's Deli next 
door—it doesn't matter if 
you're from Philly, New 
York or whatever. You've 
got to go” 
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ILLUSTRATION BY MIKEY BURTON 


ARCHIE MANNING 


Former Saints QB, CFB Hall of Famer 


5 NATIONAL WWII MUSEUM 
Six-acre campus featuring exhibits, 
multimedia and travel programs 

= 


945 Magazine St. 
nationalwwemuseum.org 


“One of the greatest things 
here is the World War II 
museum. You can spend 
hours there, and they 
keep adding on to it. It’s 
a must-see when you 
come to New Orleans.” 


LANGSTON GALLOWAY 
Pelicans SG/PG 


6 JACKSON SQUARE 

Famous landmark on the Mississippi River, 
by iconic shops and restaurants 

= 


700 Decatur St. 
experienceneworleans.com 


“There are a lot of artists 
at Jackson Square—you 
can get your face and 
body painted, or you can 
watch performers doing 
moves for the crowd. 
They call people out of 
the crowd to dance with 
them. It’s a good time.” 


MARK INGRAM 


Saints RB, 2014 Pro Bowler 


7 NEW ORLEANS SWAMP TOURS 
Check out wildlife and local flora ona 
boat ride outside the city 

= 


Various locations 
neworleansonline.com 


“Т did a swamp tour early 
In my career and a few 
years back when I had 
some friends in town who 
wanted to see the swamp. 
Alligators will come up to 
the boat and stuff. I don’t 
mind it—I go hunting 
and fishing all the time” 


FOR MORE RECOMMENDATIONS 
FROM NEW ORLEANS’ TOP PROS, 
VISIT ESPN.COM 


ZACH STRIEF 


Saints OT/G 


8 FRENCHMEN STREET LIVE 

The “locals’ version of Bourbon Street,” 
a premier destination for live music 

= 


Frenchmen Street 
frenchmenstreetlive.com 


“I think the best place for 
live music in the city is 
still Frenchmen Street— 
Snug Harbor and Spotted 
Cat and those places. 
And Frenchmen is way 
more real New Orleans 
than other touristy spots.” 
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The Show 
Runners 


BY HALLIE GROSSMAN 


hrouded in darkness, 13,000 
Bruins fans start to hum at Pauley 
Pavilion as freshman guard Lonzo 
Ball dribbles up the floor, seconds 
before the end of the half. The 
lights above the stands have been dimmed so that 
only the court is illuminated on this January night. 
The staging leaves no doubt: You are here for a show. 
Ball pulls up 7 feet behind the arc and lets it fly, al- 
ready backpedaling as the ball finds the net and the 
first-half clock hits zero. Just like that, UCLA leads 
Cal by 20. Ball turns and runs through a human pas- 
sageway of teammates, ushers and blue-clad fans. 
He heads into the tunnel with nary a look back, fist 
pump or hint of acknowledgment that he just 
drained a walk-off 27-foot 3. 

“Did you see his shadow?” his father, LaVar, asks 
the next day in his kitchen in Chino Hills, about an 
hour east of UCLA. “He didn’t do nothing but run 


32 ESPN 02.27.2017 


RISE AND FALL 


The Bruins’ offense is more efficient 
and faster than it has been 
in years, but their defense is 
slowing them down. 


UCLA’S OFFENSIVE 
EFFICIENCY 


o 9 


ADJUSTED TEMPO 


(POSS. PER GAME)* © 


All stats through Feb. 7. 
*Source: KenPom 


Bryce Alford, Lonzo Ball and 
TJ Leaf (from left) lead 
UCLA's high-powered attack. 
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“ALL THE PEOPLE COMING 
HERE, THEY WANT ТО 


CFF A SHOW, 50 THAT'S 


POINT GUARD LONZO BALL 


straight to the locker room. My god, that’s awesome! 
That's the mystique!” 

The 2016-17 Bruins are gripping theater. They run 
the court as if the floor were made of hot coals. They 
hit open men in the corner. They pull up 5, 6, 7 feet 
behind the arc, raining 3s. They are a relentless scor- 
ing automaton: second in the country in points 
through Feb. 7 (92.9 per game), first in assists (22 
per game), first in field goal percentage (53.5), third 
in 3-point percentage (42.4) and first in offensive 
efficiency (125.1 points per 100 possessions), accord- 
ing to the advanced hoops metrics site KenPom. “It’s 
pace and space,” coach Steve Alford says. “It’s run 
and fun.” 

But even when the lights are low, it’s impossible 
to miss the warning signs that UCLAS freewheeling 
offense is increasingly unable to cover for the 
team's soft underbelly: its defense. With just under 
six minutes to go in the game, UCLA still owns a 
20-point lead over Cal ... but a lifeless interior de- 
fense surrenders 11 offensive rebounds to the Bears 
in the second half, and that lead dwindles to five 
with 23 seconds left. The Bruins beat Cal by 10, but 
three nights later, against Stanford, they let an- 
other lead shrink, and for the same reason. Six 
nights after that, they escape Utah by one point, 
their porous D allowing 50 points in the paint. A 
loss at home to Arizona on Jan. 21 is a revelation: 
When you live by the show, you die by it too. The 
Bruins give up 76.5 points per game, ranking 276th 
out of 347 D1 teams, and are No. 115 in KenPom's 
defensive efficiency. 

“They rely on making big plays defensively,” an 


WHAT | TRY TO PUT ON” 


NBA scout says. “Steals, blocks, anticipation plays, 
more than just keeping the ball in front ofthem and 
guarding their man.” 

Alford says he doesn’t want to overhaul his de- 
fense; he just wants to nudge the efficiency ranking 
inside the top 100. If the Bruins’ defense can inch 
forward, Bryce Alford, Steve’s son and the team’s 
senior guard, thinks the team can add a 12th banner 
to Pauley’s rafters. But it takes a certain kind of au- 
dacity to ignore history. The past 15 NCAA champi- 
ons have ranked, on average, 15th in defensive effi- 
ciency entering the tournament; the past 60 Final 
Four teams, 21st. Ifthe Bruins do this, ifthis version 
of Showtime takes them all the way, they'll do more 
than just shirk precedent. 

They'll shred it. 


WHEN UCLA'S OFFENSE is humming, a blur of dishes 
and 3-point rainbows, the Bruins have flashes of a 
specific kind of genius. They look like the Golden 
State Warriors. 

Ball, their 6-foot-6 five-star jewel, is the catalyst. 
He hasn't pulled up at half court, pointed and 
drained a 3 like his younger brother LaMelo did in 
his Chino Hills High game in December, but he is 
unbound by conventional shooting wisdom. Why 
shoot with my toe edging the line, he seems to say, 
when I can stand back here, defender-free, and fire 
away? His creativity in finding his teammates— 
darting under the basket to find stretch 4 TJ Leaf or 
firing long-range missiles to snipers Bryce Alford, 
Aaron Holiday and Isaac Hamilton in the corner— 
draws audible gasps. “АП the people coming here, 
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FREEDOM DOESN'T FIT 
~ INATROPHY CASE. 
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they want to see a show; says Ball, who was leading 
the team with an average of 7.8 assists through a 
21-3 start. “So that's what I try to put on every time 
someone comes out 

Therein lies the truth of sport in Southern Califor- 
nia: UCLA is fun and breathless and dazzling because 
it has to be. “It’s Hollywood,” says Steve Alford, now 
in his fourth year coaching the Bruins. “The exciting 
teams here—the Magic [Johnson] years—there was 
an entertainment piece to it, not just winning.” 

Tracy Murray played in Westwood in the early 
1990s and has spent the better part of the past de- 
cade in the radio booth as a Bruins analyst. “No one 
wants to come into an arena and see people walk up 
the floor, pass the ball 25 times and shoot with two 
seconds left on the shot clock; he says. “That puts 
people to sleep. That Big East style of play never 
works, not out here” 

From 2006 to 2008, then-UCLA coach Ben How- 
land guided the Bruins to three straight Final Four 
berths, and still Murray heard whispers of discontent 
aboutthe team's pace. Hed watch from his courtside 
perch as a Bruin came up with a steal, only to hear 
Howland implore his guys to ^Hold on, hold on!" even 
on three-on-two and two-on-one fast breaks. 

"You've just got to го, Murray says. 

That's what these Bruins are hardwired to do, lend- 
ing an air of spectacle to Pauley that has drawn an 
A-list crowd. *Come on, Leaf; Snoop Dogg yells in 
the direction ofthe freshman forward during the Cal 
game. "Let's go, Leaf” The rapper, sunglasses on, sits 
next to his son (and former UCLA football player) 
Cordell Broadus, who sits alongside Warren G, in a 
black Regulators sweatshirt. In the split second be- 
fore he hands off the ball, Leaf does a double take. 
"Snoop? ... You know me?” 

"Last year I don't remember seeing a whole lot of 
celebrities," Bryce Alford says. This season Jessica 
Alba graced Westwood. Vince Vaughn spent time in 
thelocker room. Snoop brings his friends. 

“Were verified,” Leaf says. 

But if these Bruins occasionally look like Golden 
State, they more often operate like Mike D'Antoni's 
seven-seconds-or-less Phoenix Suns. That team was 
revolutionary, laying the foundation for today's top 
offenses. But defense wasn't its priority, and 
D’Antoni’s crew never made it to the NBA Finals. As 
thelosses have crept up on the Bruins, they ve uttered 
therightlocker room-isms, copping to being "lazy at 
times" defensively, a vice they're intent on fixing be- 
fore the tourney. But that fix is still forthcoming. 


INSIDE USC'S GALEN CENTER, Lonzo Ball is the lone 
Bruin wearing gold during warm-ups, the spotlight 
following him even away from home. He dribbles 
toward half court, his foot nudging the floor's block 


Every NCAA champ since 2002 has 
ranked in the top 40 in defensive 
efficiency. UCLA is outside of the top 
100. That's a hole even its 
top-ranked offense can't fill. 
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“SC,” and hurls the ball toward the basket. He miss- 
es. A trainer sends another ball his way, and this time 
he hits his mark. He makes two more from the same 
spot and starts rocking slightly to Big Sean blaring 
over the PA system. 

Four days earlier, Arizona had come into Pauley 
and thoroughly defeated UCLA 96-85. But in the 
early stages against USC, the offense seems to be re- 
turning to form. With his team ahead 18-10 midway 
through the first half, Ball streaks in from outside the 
paint while Holiday attempts a 3, then slams in Hol- 
iday’s miss. Ball pauses, plants his feet in the paint, 
then stares into the camera, mugging. But his team- 
mates don’t join him. “Usually, we'd be going crazy,’ 
Bryce Alford says later. “We weren't really chest- 
bumping each other. We didn’t have fun at all.” 

On UCLA’ next possession, Ball goes to the rim 
and gets rejected. A slew of Bruins turnovers ensues, 
and the defense leaves USC wide open behind the arc, 
surrendering nine 3-pointers before intermission to 
trail by 12. UCLA cuts that down to four with eight 
minutes left, but then, after Alford misses a shot from 
the wing, USC’s De’Anthony Melton finds Jordan 
McLaughlin wide open in the corner; there’s not a 
Bruin within 6 feet. McLaughlin hits the shot, the 
Trojans’ 13th 3-pointer of the night. 

In the aftermath of UCLA's 84-76 defeat, Bryce 
Alford knows the team’s defense must get better—you 
can’t win in March when you let opponents run 
roughshod on you inside and don't contest perimeter 
shots. “Were not going to be the best defensive team,” 
he says. “That’s not what our personnel is. And were 
not going to hold people to 60 points. That’s just not 
who we are. But if we can trim what we give up now, 
if we give up 70, I just don't think people can beat us.” 

Shaving those six points isn’t out of reach. An ex- 
tra Leaf rebound here, a few more Thomas Welsh 
boards there. Steve Alford doesn’t want the Bruins 
to try to be who they are not—suffocating defend- 
ers—he just wants those extra few rebounds to ele- 
vate who they already are. “If 16 [offensive rebounds 
allowed] becomes eight, that’s eight more opportu- 
nities we're flying in transition off misses,” he says. 
“Which is our strength.” 

Still, Bryce Alford insists after the USC loss that, 
more than anything, he and his teammates have to 
learn to have fun again. There's a weeklong break be- 
fore the Bruins head north to face Washington State, 
so G.G. Goloman talks to teammates about going to 
the beach, even down to San Diego for a day. They 
understand that, come March, it’s not just their op- 
ponents they'll have to beat; they'll have to defeat 
their own defense. They'll have to beat a history that 
says their brand of defense is not enough. But fun is 
how they win. Fun is all they know. 

The show, no matter what, must go on. В 
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HAT-TOSSING FANS 
OF CAPITALS WINGER 
ALEX OVECHKIN 


OVI'S HAT TRICK IN A 4-3 
WIN OVER THE BLUES 


NOV. 23, 2016, 9:13 РМ. ET 


VERIZON CENTER, 
WASHINGTON, D.C. 


With 13:07 left in the third period, 

Alex Ovechkin rifled a wrister from the 
left circle, netting the eventual game 
winner and the capper on his 16th 
career hat trick. Everyone knew what 
was coming next: The Caps faithful 
showered Ovi with hats. Exactly 210 
ended up on the ice—Caps hats, Ravens 
hats, Nats hats, Orioles hats, even a 
Blues hat, tossed by a very confused or 


very respectful fan—plus one bandanna. 


Then the ice crew skated out, snow 
shovels in hand, and gathered them all 
up. But then what? While most teams 
donate the caps or offer them to the 
scorer (because if anyone needs a 
closetful of headwear, it’s a highly paid 
pro athlete), the Caps add theirs to one 
of 16 glass cases set into a wall near 
Section 113. Each holds headwear from 
a home hat trick since 2008. So in that 
sense, a $25 hat liberated in a moment 
of euphoria isn’t so much thrown 

away as it is reunited. —BEN ARLEDGE 


PHOTOGRAPHS BY JEFF ELKINS 


38 ESPN 02.27.2017 


e 


25 
— 
— 


< 
< 


№» | 


GEICO. 


The other guy. 


)——— س‎ À 


Helping people 24/7 licensed 97% customer 2nd-largest auto 
since 1936 agents satisfaction insurer 


The choice is yours, and it’s simple. 


Why enjoy just one chicken wing when there's a whole plate in front of you? 


The same goes for car insurance. Why go with a company that offers just a low price when GEICO could 
save you hundreds and give you so much more? You could enjoy satisfying professional service, 24/7, from 
a company that's made it their business to help people since 1936. This winning combination has helped 
GEICO to become the 2nd-largest private passenger auto insurer in the nation. 


Make the smart choice. Get your free quote from GEICO today. 


GEICO. 


geico.com | 1-800-947-AUTO | Local Office 


Some discounts, coverages, payment plans and features are not available in all states or all GEICO companies. Customer satisfaction based on an independent study conducted by Alan 
Newman Research, 2015. GEICO is the second-largest private passenger auto insurer in the United States according to the 2014 A.M. Best market share report, published April 2015. 
GEICO is a registered service mark of Government Employees Insurance Company, Washington, D.C. 20076; a Berkshire Hathaway Inc. subsidiary. O 2016 GEICO 
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ILLUSTRATIONS AND ICONS BY MICHAEL BRANDON MYERS 02.27.2017 ESS 


Building a legacy of 
hoops, hip-hop 
and hope in Chicago. 
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ISSUE 


JIMMY BUTLER & 
CHANCE THE RAPPER 


JUSTIN TINSLEY 


ERIC RAY DAVIDSON 


A COLLABORATION WITH THE UNDEFEATED 


are quickly becoming friends. 

It’s a cold January morning on a sound- 
stage in Chicago, and Chance, the Chi-Town 
native, is waiting for his alley-oop during a 
photo shoot. Butler, the 6-foot-7 Chicago 
transplant by way of Texas, delivers the ball 
off the (slightly lowered) backboard with 
ease, allowing Chance to flush it two-hand- 
ed. Later, it’s Butler who’s looking for an as- 
sist after an impromptu lip-sync session 
breaks out. On cue, Chance channels New 
Edition, leading the two as they sync up 
their dance moves to “Candy Girl.” 

The union between music and sports is 
nothing new, especially in a city like Chica- 
go, where the fabric of both are so often used 
to heal, to inform and to explain. But these 
two also share unorthodox paths to success: 
Butler, now in his sixth year with the Bulls, 
went unnoticed out of high school, his as- 
cension to NBA superstardom making him 
an anomaly in a league full of long-estab- 
lished stars; Chance, whose first mixtape 
was the product of a 10-day high school 
suspension, is now а record-label-shunning 
cultural tour de force. 


Neither expected to become a leader in 
his craft—and neither expected that would 
mean representing a city and its future. But 
with seven Grammy nominations and All- 
Star Game starting nods on their résumés, 
it’s tough for them to travel around Chica- 
go—a city scarred by police brutality, gun 
crime and inequality in housing and educa- 
tion—and not hear their names mentioned 
as signs of hope. 

Neither Chance, 23, nor Butler, 27, takes 
his new status lightly. Both are inspired by 
the task of being young, gifted and black in 
a place that has produced icons like Chaka 
Khan, Kanye West, Walter Payton and Ernie 
Banks. Oh, and some guy named Jordan. 
Not to mention, it’s the adopted home of 
newly former President Barack Obama. 

Now both want to leave an impact on 
the community that has embraced them. 
They know they owe the Windy City that 
much. And they seem uniquely suited to 
the task. 

There’s a line from Chance’s 2016 opus, 
Coloring Book: “You ready, big fella?” Trad- 
ing shots and lyrics on set, it looks like 


CHANCE ThE 
RAPPER ARD 


they're both ready. In fact, their power posi- 
tions suit them. 

TINSLEY: Номга y'all come to know each other? 
BUTLER: I came to Magnificent Coloring Day 
[Chance's music festival held in Chicago 
last September] with Lil Wayne, and that 
was the first time I had bumped into him 
andtalked to him. I followed his career and 
his music, and I love what he was doin’ for 
the city of Chicago. Another former team- 
mate of mine, Joakim Noah, had met him 
and spoke extremely highly of him. 

I did a deal with a group that I do, BAM 
[Becoming a Man, a youth counseling 
group], here in Chicago, and all of these 
young kids wanted to be rappers. And I'm 
like, ^Who's your favorite rapper?" *Oh, 
Chance, from Chicago. The hope that he 
puts in these kids' hearts around this city is 
why he's gonna be successful for a very long 
time, why his name is gonna be ringing for 
a very long time. This is his city. 

CHANCE: Thanks, man. I'm really good 
friends with Joakim Noah and with D-Rose, 
and really good friends with D-Wade now 
too since he got back. Since Jimmy started 
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playing, there's, like, a very excited feel 
about going to United Center and going to 
see the Bulls play. I think Jimmy adds char- 
acter to the game. I got the jersey, I think, 
three years ago, and I always wear it to the 
games. I just always been a fan. 

What is it about sports and music, specifically 
basketball and hip-hop, that's always brought 
them together? 

CHANCE: To me, I feel like basketball and 
hip-hop have always been kinda conjoined 
because they're very similar in their com- 
petitive nature, you know what I'm sayin’? 
It's about technical skill, and then there's 
just God-given talent. 

BUTLER: I think it has alotto do with the com- 
petitive nature of everything and the respect 
that you have for somebody else’s craft. You 
always want to see if you can really do what 
they do on a daily basis. It’s not always as 
easy as it looks or sounds. 

How fulfilling is it to know that you found suc- 
cess by doing it your way? 

BUTLER: It’s important. The way you live may 
change, but what’s in your heart—that can 
never change. You know, I keep the same 
people around me, as I’m sure he does. It’s 
all to keep you grounded, to remind you 
each and every day that you still are a kid 
from Tomball | Texas |. He still is a kid from 
Chicago. You can never lose sight of that. 
CHANCE: Definitely. I’ve grown up in this city 
a certain type of way that wasn’t necessar- 
ily orthodox for everybody else. I grew up 
durin’ the time that Chicago’s YOUmedia 
space at the library downtown was comin’ 
up. So I was involved in a lot of open mics 
and a lot of s--- that most people aren’t 
exposed to. So when people say I do it my 
own way, I’ve just been doin’ it the way I 
was raised. 

You've both been recognized in your crafts at 
the highest level. How does that feel? 

BUTLER: It makes you smile. Because all your 
hard work is payin' off. But I try not to pay 
too much attention to what the outside 
world sees or thinks because they don’t 
know what we go through every single day. 
CHANCE: I feel the same way. I’m sure you 
wanted to play at the All-Star Game. I'm 
sure you been watchin’ em since you was a 
shorty. I’ve been watching the Grammys. 
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There's certain things I’ve just wanted to 
do my whole life. And when you get to 
those things, you just have to make sure 
that those are still checkpoints and not 
your end goal. 

Jimmy, now that you're the face of the fran- 
chise, how is dealing with team turmoil through 
the media different than in your rookie year? 
BUTLER: A lot of it falls on my shoulders. So 
the camera, the microphone, it's always on 
me at all times. Everything you say now is 
always going to be blown out of proportion 
because you're supposed to be the face of 
the franchise. You're supposed to be the 
reason they win. You're supposed to be 
the reason you lose. It really gets confusin, 
the fact that it's a team game. With that 
being said, I take it, I love it, because I 
think that only makes me better. 

Whether you like it or not, you two are the new 
faces of Chicago. What's that responsibility like? 
BUTLER: It's cool because every morning, you 
just have to continue to be who you are, do 
what you did to get you to this point. That's 
the way I look at it. And in this city, that's all 
anybody ever asks of you is to work hard. 
When you bring that, they love you. 
CHANCE: I don’t know how Jimmy does it 
‘cause he’s not from here, but that's a lot of 
weight, right? Just carrying, like, the reality 
of it, the aggression and, like you said, the 
hardworking attitude. But also being a per- 
son of influence in a city that’s so small, it’s 
so communal, everybody knows each other 
here. I was raised here, and it’s been kind of 
a fishbowl thing—I’ve swam around a 
bunch of times. But I feel very comfortable, 
and it’s good to still live here. 

What is your comfort level in terms of social 
activism? Do you think it’s fair that so much is 
placed on celebrities to speak out? 

BUTLER: I don’t think it’s fair. But that’s life 
in general. You have to use your platform to 
inspire. You have to use your face, your 
voice, because it’s seen, it’s heard every- 
where. Just like you're there to entertain, to 
make great music, to score a basket. I think, 
at a certain point in time in your career, it’s 
gonna be your time to speak up on social 
matters that are goin’ on. 

CHANCE: I totally agree. It’s important to go 
against the grain. My favorite celebrity, 
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across arts and sports and everything, is 
Muhammad Ali. And he was famous for 
speaking inflammatory things that were 
polarizing but also were important to build- 
ing who he was as a man and his legacy. And 
in the end, he was right about most of the 
s--- he was talkin’ about. 
I don’t know if you saw the tweet from Presi- 
dent Trump where he said he was threatening 
to send the feds into Chicago, citing violence. 
What does that say about this country, that we 
still view Chicago under that violence lens? 
CHANCE: I hope he’s coming in to do some 
type of federal overturn of our state and 
city budgets in terms of schooling and 
housing. I’m tired of n----- s talkin’ about 
Chicago like it’s a Third World country. 
Like, that it’s not a place of booming busi- 
ness with a very successful downtown and 
all types of new development. It sounds 
like he was announcin' he was going to war 
with Chicago. I don't like to look at s--- 
through that lens. 
BUTLER: I just think it's hard to relate to the 
people here if you can't relate to them. If you 
keep throwin’ ет in a category that they're 
violent, no matter if they change or not, 
they're still going to be in that category. 
You go down there and you change peo- 
ples lives. You make them want to do better 
for the next person. And that's when Chi- 
cago is going to be a beautiful place, and 
nobody's comin here talkin’ about how bad 
itislike he said, like a Third World country. 
Cause that's not it. 
How daunting is it knowing the perceptions 
that come with being young and black and 
male in Chicago? 
CHANCE: It's heavy, you know what I'm say- 
in’? Like, I’m at the age where most of my 
friends have kids, and I’ve seen a lot of crazy 
s--- happen, just in a Chicago fashion. To be 
a Chicago mainstay for a lot of people, you 
wanna give people familiarity, but you also 
want to give them something to look up to. 
Soitis a hard balance. 
BUTLER: It comes with the good and the bad. 
But with that being said, I think there's alot 
more good that happens than bad. They 
look up to us. We give a lot of people hope. 
And I think that’s all you can ask for. That's 
all you can want to do. H 
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“When LeBron was playing with the Heat, they went to Cleveland, and he wanted to 
spend the night. They don't do overnights. Teams just don't. So now [coach Erik] 
Spoelstra has to text [president Pat] Riley and say, ‘What do I do in this situation?’ 
And Pat, who has iron-fist rules, answers, ‘You are on the plane. You are with this 
team. You can't hold up the whole team because you and your mom and your 


50 ESPN 02.27.2017 


want to spend an extra night in Cleveland. ... І do know 
LeBron likes special treatment. He needs things his way. 


PHIL JACKSON, KNICKS PRESIDENT 


TO MEN WHO hate having their power tested, 
Maverick Carter is a special nightmare. 
Heat president Pat Riley, a Hall of Fame 
coach, can't control Carter. Cavs owner Dan 
Gilbert, a billionaire capitalist, can't buy 


away Carter’s fealty to his lifelong friend, 
LeBron James. Phil Jackson, who coached 
no less than Michael Effing Jordan, can’t 
fathom a man challenging his team’s travel 
itinerary—so what kind of blasphemy would 
Jackson profess to see if he walked into 
Carter’s Las Vegas hotel suite right now? 

It’s a Thursday night in January, and 
Draymond Green, James’ ostensible War- 
riors rival, laughs from a love seat in the 
marble-floored living room. Crumpled on a 
nearby couch is a napping Chris Bosh, who's 
still waging a cold war with Riley’s Heat. As 
ofan hour ago, I didn’t know this enormous, 
mahogany-walled edifice existed. Which is 
no accident. The Mansion’s VIP-only villas, 
decorated in the style of a Florentine, yes, 
mansion, are hidden behind a warren of se- 
cure hallways linked to the MGM Grand’s 
high-roller tables. Welcome to an ironfisted 
coach’s posse-driven fever dream. 

“This,” says Carter, barefoot and raspy- 
voiced, swaddled in gray sweats and a black 
hoodie that reads UNINTERRUPTED, “is like 
the All-Star Game.” 


Sort of. The all-stars Carter is referring to 
are the likes of Google, Amazon, Verizon, 
Facebook and Twitter, the luminaries of the 
planet's biggest tech convention, the Con- 
sumer Electronics Show. Carter's business 
partner, James, is back East with the Cavs— 
the man, after all, has a day job. Meanwhile, 
Carter, head of SpringHill Entertainment, 
their multiplatform production company, 
has hosted a dozen meetings over the past 
three days with chief marketing officers, 
media execs and ad agencies. “Maverick’s 
network is at the highest levels of business 
in the U.S. and abroad? says Harvard Busi- 
ness School professor Anita Elberse, who 
published a case study about James and 
Carter in 2009. *He stands shoulder to 
shoulder with Steve Ballmer and Bill Gates. 
And then, in the entertainment world, it's a 
ridiculous list of movers and shakers.” 

Earlier today, Carter moderated a Life Off 
the Court panel with Green and Bosh. 
Green, who has the day off between home 
games, was a founding partner of Uninter- 
rupted, SpringHill’s online network for 


African-Americans is the word ‘posse. 


athlete-centric, nonjournalistic projects. 
And Bosh’s nap owes to the daylong gauntlet 
of CES meetings Carter helped arrange. 
Now, as the 6-foot-4 Carter leans back in a 
wooden chair, his right leg up on a desk, he 
takes stock of the game plan that he and his 
decidedly more famous partner have com- 
mitted to: “LeBron and I have always been 
interested in the long game. And the long 
game here is to build a media company. To 
really, truly build a media company.” 

Jocks, of course, have always cashed in as 
actors or “human billboards,’ as one Hol- 
lywood agent puts it. (Think O.J. Simpson 
in The Naked Gun, Shaquille O’Neal in any 
of his 28 acting credits.) But SpringHill, 
named for the Akron projects where James 
lived until his rookie year, is attempting to 
win a harder game. Consider: Two decades 
ago, when Jordan was making Space Jam, 
he leveraged his celebrity to get Warner 
Bros. to erect an outdoor court for him and 
his buddies to use between takes. Eighteen 
months ago, James and Carter persuaded 
that same studio to ink them to an overall 


LEBRON JAMES 


production deal—for film, television and 
digital video—that Warner Bros. called un- 
precedented in scope. A few months after 
that, Warner Bros. and Turner Sports in- 
vested $15.8 million into Uninterrupted. 

And so as James trudges toward a seventh 
straight NBA Finals, he delegates to Carter, 
trusting his erstwhile high school teammate 
to build out the SpringHill and Uninter- 
rupted portfolios. And Carter, in turn, relies 
on an inner circle that includes their high- 
powered entertainment agent, Ari Emanu- 
el, the co-CEO of William Morris Endeavor. 
“Were still climbing Mount Kilimanjaro,” 
James says. “But having this group of peo- 
ple, who can put together my thoughts and 
bring them to fruition, is the vision that I 
had 10-plus years ago.” 

Those thoughts have led to Survivor's 
Remorse, SpringHill’s first show, a scripted 
drama, renewed for its fourth season on 
Starz, about a basketball player balancing 
fortune and family. Then there's The Wall, 
the prime-time NBC game show that pre- 
miered in January to roughly 7 million 


It just sucks that now at this point, having one of the 
est businesses you can have both on and off the floor, 


having a certified agent in Rich Paul, having a 


RTIFIED 


business partner in Maverick Carter, who's done 
reat business [deals], that the title for youn 


viewers and has already been picked up for 
20 more episodes. There's Cleveland Hus- 
tles, an unscripted CNBC series, renewed 
for a second season, in which Ohio entre- 
preneurs compete to revitalize distressed 
neighborhoods. There's the oft-discussed 
Space Jam 2, in development at Warner 
Bros. There's a feature-length documentary 
about Muhammad Ali coming for HBO. 
There's a comedy in development for New 
Line Cinema about a guy who pretends to be 
an NBA draft pick. And there are three oth- 
er scripted series—a Cleveland-based fam- 
ily comedy and a sports medicine drama, 
both sold to NBC, and a comedy about as- 
sistants at a sports agency sold to CBS. 
"LeBron James will have one of the most 
exciting careers to be a part of for the next 
two decades,” says Paul Telegdy, who oversees 
The Wall as NBC's president of alternative 
and reality programming. "Business, enter- 
tainment, anything you could apply brand- 
ing to, he stretches the imagination? 
Indeed, more than a dozen sources di- 
rectly familiar with SpringHill, including 
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ENTERTAINMENT 


rival producers, filmmakers and media 
executives, declare LeBron James, without 
debate, the most powerful athlete in enter- 
tainment today. 

And then they make sure to stress some- 
thing else: the probability that James will 
ultimately fail. 


EIGHT YEARS AGO, in an article for Sports П- 
lustrated, 1 asked Magic Johnson—the gold 
standard for athlete capitalists—how he 
helps players avoid financial suicide. He 
underscored one of his cardinal rules: When 
players call Johnson for counsel, which hap- 
pens all the time, he stops them cold if they 
mention any business plan—be it for a re- 
cord label, a car wash, a production com- 
pany—featuring a buddy or relative. “That's 
the killer,’ said Johnson, who added that he 
became CEO ofhis eponymous billion-dol- 
lar conglomerate by rejecting friends and 
family in favor of the shiny suits who sat 
courtside at Lakers games. “They hire these 
people not because of expertise but because 
they're friends. Well, they'll fail.” 

Itis fairto say that James, Johnson's spir- 
itual descendant on the court, has embraced 
an opposite vision off it. James was only 5 
when he first befriended Carter, whose 9th 
birthday party he attended because ofa mu- 
tual family friend. When James was a fresh- 
man at St. Vincent-St. Mary, Carter was the 
senior captain on their state championship 
basketball team. So as I relay Johnson's phi- 
losophy to James, now 32, the question 
hangsin the air: Didn't he worry about em- 
powering personal friendship over profes- 
sional experience? 

“Т never even got caught up in the narra- 
tive,” James replies. “I wasn't going to let 
anything else stop me from what I wanted to 
do.” To Johnson, partnering with Carter, a 
college dropout, would qualify as intrinsi- 
cally problematic. To James, Carter is what 
makes entrepreneurship worthwhile. 

"I knew I had to grow as a businessper- 
son,” James says. “So why not let the guys 
around me grow with me? We can all see our 
mistakes. Let's get in the bunker together" 

Their first bunker, LRMR Marketing, 
was constructed at Carter's mother's kitchen 
table in Akron, not long after James fired 
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Aaron and Eric Goodwin, his well-estab- 
lished sports agents, in 2005. The LRMR 
acronym famously stood for LeBron James, 
Rich Paul, Maverick Carter and Randy 
Mims, four friends from Ohio. James, only 
20, yearned to become his own kind of boss. 
“I don't want to have guys around me who 
are just along for the ride,” he says. "I want 
guys around me to actually put rides in the 
amusement park.’ Ask Carter, who was all 
of 23 then, what he recalls of the blowback 
such aspirations ignited and he recalls one 
linein particular: A few years from now, an 
America Online columnist wrote in 2005, 
when LeBron needs knee surgery, he'll have 
his plumber do the job. 

“It’s a very funny line,” Carter says now. 

Of course, back in 2010, when James jer- 
seys were non-metaphorically on fire across 
America, such jokes landed differently. 

LRMRS first big television project was 
The Decision—the broadly consumed and 


deeply unpopular ESPN prime-time special 
wherein James announced he was leaving 
the Cavs for the Heat. At the time, NBA 
commissioner David Stern called the show 
“ill-conceived, badly produced and poorly 
executed.” “Ташев | seems to have no idea 
of the public relations damage he has in- 
flicted on himself” New York Times colum- 
nist Maureen Dowd wrote. (In fairness: The 
same could be said of ESPN.) Forget the 
$6 million The Decision would raise for 
charity. That fall, CNBC reported that it 
^was one ofthe most detrimental acts—not 
related to any anti-social behavior—by a 
sports personality since the Q Scores were 
first developed more than 45 years ago.” 
Carter, who takes ownership of the one- 
hour show, was embarrassed by the packag- 
ing and execution of The Decision. But as 
America resolved to hate-watch James, 
LRMR pivoted, seeking an outside opinion 
on public relations that would have made 
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Magic proud. “We knew we were going to 
take bumps and bruises, like what happened 
in 107 James says. "But we always looked at 
it like а marathon, not a sprint” LRMR’s new 
running partner: Adam Mendelsohn, a po- 
litical strategist who'd advised Fortune 50 
clients and served as deputy chief of staff to 
California Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger. 

Mendelsohn’s mission was to forecast the 
series of consequences that come crashing 
down, domino-like, whenever an intensely 
scrutinized celebrity makes a public deci- 
sion. “I look at everything from 100,000 
feet,” Carter says. “Adam asks, ‘Did you think 
about this thing?” 

In 2014, it was James who pushed a re- 
turn to Cleveland—all but ensuring the in- 
verse of the reaction from four years before. 
But it was Mendelsohn who managed the 
announcement. This time LeBron took to 
print, breaking the news with a heartfelt, 
Ohio-focused Sports Illustrated cover essay 
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that helped complete an EKG-like trajec- 
tory. Like Anakin Skywalker, James went 
from hero (Nike slogan: *We are all wit- 
nesses”) to villain (Decision punch line: “Tm 
going to take my talents to South Beach")... 
to hero again (essay pull quote: “Nothing is 
given. Everything is earned"). And if Riley's 
Heat—like Gilbert's Cavs in 2010—also felt 
viscerally betrayed? No matter. The produc- 
tion was unassailable. 


"PEOPLE USED TO ask me questions like, ‘Ts 
LeBron smart?" Paul Wachter says. 
Wachter, a Los Angeles-based financial 
adviser whom James hired after leaving the 
Goodwin brothers, always believed their 
partnership was answer enough. “Think 
about this: LeBron and Maverick, when 
they first started out in Akron, went through 
the trouble of finding a financial guy in LA 
who turned out to be 25 years older than 
they are. They did the research! Are they 
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intelligent? Of course they’re intelligent. 
They're unusually intellectually curious— 
they both are. Many celebrities and athletes 
just go, "Wow, we're making money! Let's go 
buy a Bentley!” 

Wachter—who also advises, among oth- 
ers, Bono, Schwarzenegger, music mogul 
Jimmy Тоуше and Boston Red Sox chair- 
man Tom Werner—would know. Carter 
sought him out through the founders of a 
private aviation company, Marquis Jet, 
which was bought by NetJets, which was 
owned by Warren Buffett, who would later 
enter Carter’s fabled Rolodex too. And it was 
Wachter, the CEO of Main Street Advisors, 
who most encouraged James to demand the 
very corporate equity that current players 
cannot acquire from the NBA itself. 

In fact, for all the ink spilled about 
ТЕМЕ, Carter has assembled what Johnson 


might have instructed James to build from 
the start: a network of shiny suits and cre- 
dentialed brains. Wachter advised James, 
who loves biking, to buy an ownership stake 
in Cannondale Bicycle Corp. in 2007. 
(LRMR would cash out a year later, after 
Cannondale had quadrupled in value.) The 
next year, James and Carter acquired equity 
in Beats Electronics, which was co-founded 
by Iovine. (Apple would buy Beats for a $3 
billion windfall in 2014.) In 2011, LRMR 
partnered with Werner’s Fenway Sports 
Group, making James and Carter minority 
shareholders in Premier League power Liv- 
erpool. (No other active pro athlete can 
claim to be an owner of a team that size.) In 
2015, James left the guaranteed millions of 
McDonald’s to hawk Blaze Pizza, a smaller 
franchise in which he and Carter were orig- 
inal investors. (Blaze would be named the 


fastest-growing restaurant chain in Ameri- 
cain 2016.) And then, before 2015 was over, 
Wachter negotiated James’ landmark life- 
time deal with Nike. (The contract can re- 
portedly pay up to $1 billion.) 

Wachter, who sits on the board of Time 
Warner, was the guy who connected Spring- 
Hill and Uninterrupted to Warner Bros. and 
Turner Sports—and connected Carter to 
Mendelsohn. Their relationship has been 
mutually beneficial. “In 12 years, I’ve never 
arranged a meeting for either LeBron or 
Maverick with anyone—on Wall Street, in 
Hollywood or even with Warren Buffett— 
where the feedback was not enormously 
positive,” Wachter says. “Not once. And 
that’s unusual.” 

Still, Carter knows he lacks the pedigree 
that would inoculate him from a certain 
type of dismissive profiling. He has openly 
discussed how his father, Otis, has done 
time for selling drugs. How his mother, 
Katherine, was a social worker. How his 
own higher education consisted of scattered 
course credits from Western Michigan— 
where he scored two points a game as a 
freshman off the bench—and his hometown 
University of Akron, which he evacuated to 
work for Nikes marketing department as a 
field rep once James entered the league. 

But Carter has also lectured at Harvard 
Business School several times over the past 
decade. And though “it’s natural for stu- 
dents here to think, ‘Oh, Maverick just 
lucked out, he grew up with LeBron,” El- 
berse says, when the class starts asking him 
probing questions, Carter delivers. They 
watch him cover five blackboards with sales 
diagrams depicting various fee structures in 
white chalk. They listen to him break down 
Elberse’s case study, which focused on why 
James declined deals with Electronic Arts 
and 2K Games. The answer: a third bidder, 
Microsoft, offered greater creative control 
and up to 20 percent of video game profits, 
permitting James and Carter the ownership 
they crave. “What becomes clear is that the 
choices he and LeBron make are not oppor- 
tunistic, Elberse continues. “[ Maverick] 
blows these people away.” 

The element of surprise has its advantages. 
But after more than a decade in business— 
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where credibility is supposedly measured in 
power, influence and wealth, all of which 
Carter has—underestimation can be frus- 
trating. “One thing that really bothers me,” 
he says, “is when a young black person speaks 
or leads a conversation, and afterward a 
white person says, ‘Youre really articulate.” 

To be clear: Carter knows there’s luck in 
his journey. He openly praises James for be- 
ing an executive-level job creator for those 
who otherwise might never have been of- 
fered entry-level. Randy Mims is now the 
Cavaliers’ executive administrator of player 
programs and team logistics. Rich Paul, who 
used to sell throwback jerseys out of his 
trunk—and first encountered James at the 
Akron-Canton Airport in 2002—is now the 
respected head of his own agency, Klutch 
Sports Group, which reps 13 NBA players, 
including James and 2016 No. 1 pick Ben 


Simmons. And Carter, once so secretive, is 
now managing a public portfolio that you can 
judge for yourself—that they hope you will 
judge for yourself—on your screen of choice. 


TO WANDER THE Warner Bros. studio lot in 
Burbank, California, is to encounter many 
hidden attractions: the warehouse full of 
Batmobiles, Clint Eastwood’s office, Ше dis- 
play case with five Maltese falcons. But 
Building 183, a two-story house with a red 
front door and gray vinyl siding, is perhaps 
the most anonymous of all. To say the place 
is less posse and more Gilmore Girls is not to 
traffic in random analogy. The family drama 
was filmed right here, on the tree-lined pseu- 
do street that today houses, in Building 183, 
SpringHill Entertainment—the name of an 
urban housing project now insinuated into 
a fictional, suburban Connecticut street. If 
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it weren't for the curbside parking spot, 
where L. JAMES is stenciled onto the pave- 
ment, there'd be no sign of the ambition 
Warner Bros. is funding inside. 

It’s here where Carter, following the 
triumph of The Decision 2.0, has again cho- 
sen to pivot. A marketing firm? That’s so 
2015. “LRMR is not anything more than a 
family office now,’ Carter explains. Нез bet- 
ting their collective futures on SpringHill, 
their second bunker— an entity that had 
been sitting around since birthing 
More Than a Game, a documentary about 
James and St. Vincent-St. Mary that 
finished second to Slumdog Millionaire at 
the 2008 Toronto Film Festival. “Га never 
contemplated being in TV and film,’ Carter 
says. “But I love working with athletes and 
talent and shaping great stories.” It was obvi- 
ous that James, who loved hosting Saturday 
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Night Live in 2007, was eager to be an owner 


in an industry he adored—not just a 
human billboard. “[LeBron | already watch- 
es as many movies as I watch,” says Warner 
Bros. CEO Kevin Tsujihara. “And I watch a 
s--- ton of movies.” And Hollywood—a geo- 
graphic descriptor that fails, increasingly, to 
describe the power Silicon Valley has in en- 
tertainment—was ready. 

Once upon a time, humans consumed a 
rigid menu of terrestrial channels. Now we 
are all Roman emperors, standing over a 
messy, all-you-can-eat buffet of CES-fla- 
vored media. “We're in the world of unlim- 
ited choice,” NBC's Telegdy says. “We're in a 
world of TV everywhere, on demand, with 
access to thousands of hours of catalog, at 
the same time as new programming, at a 
rate that surpasses our wildest imaginings. 
It’s extremely hard to cut through the clut- 
ter. LeBron James is a clutter cutter.” 

Such an economy prizes James for the 
same basic reason comic book superheroes 
dominate modern cinema and television: 
He’s a globally recognizable brand that at- 
tracts eyeballs. With more than 60 million 
followers between Twitter and Instagram, 
James can create viral marketing, as when 
he and Carter filmed themselves delivering 
$1.3 million cash to winners of The Wall. 
“There could be surveillance-camera foot- 
age of LeBron watching ТУ, says one film- 
maker who’s dealt with SpringHill, “and 
some channel would buy it for 90 minutes.” 


That, Carter knows, is the converted 
power of The Decision 1.0. By returning to 
the Cavs—and winning them their first 
championship—James did something even 
more unthinkable: He won over the mil- 
lions of viewers who hate-watched him. 

Today, LeBron is both David and Goliath; 
Akron and Hollywood; mill town and man- 
sion; blue-collar and billionaire. He projects 
a scandal-free bipartisanship that reminds 
Hollywood power brokers of Dwayne “the 
Rock” Johnson, who went from intentional 
wrestling heel to the highest-paid actor in 
the industry last year. 

But James’ inner circle pushes back on 
that parallel. It’s too limiting, they say. Who 
else can do all this while at the pinnacle ofa 
global sport? Who else can speak out on 
civil rights and police misconduct ... and 
campaign for Hillary Clinton ... and tweet 
support for the Women’s March ... and win 
the NAACP’s Jackie Robinson Sports Award 
... and remain beloved in the Rust Belt? 
Who else can found a media company that’s 
half people of color, helmed by a trio of black 
senior execs: Carter, Uninterrupted’s Devin 
Johnson, SpringHill’s Jamal Henderson? 

When Henderson left his job as a senior 
manager at Pepsi to join SpringHill in 2015, 
notably, he asked around for a list of 10 
black names he needed to meet in the indus- 
try. The consensus reply? Were not sure we 
can get to 10. “LeBron is a bridge to black 
programming,’ says director and comedian 
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Neal Brennan, who co-created Chappelle’s 
Show and has worked with James on com- 
mercial shoots. “The impetus for picking up 
ashow may start off stupid, even embarrass- 
ing: LeBrons a guy executives just want to 
meet. But then white people get access to a 
smart black dude who has them spend time 
around other smart black people” 

And while it's true that Building 183 has 
consistently leveraged the magnetic pull 
of LeBron, Carter does not want to be 
known only for merchandising his friend's 
image. “People will tell me about Survivor's 
Remorse. ‘Wow, that show you guys are 
making is really good,” he says. “That's basi- 
cally them saying, ‘I thought you were going 
to make something s----y and just vanity. 
He sighs. While James helps sell the shows, 
he isn’t all over them. Given his day job, ће 
can't possibly be. 

That's why the King's typically empty 
second-floor office consists of tan leather 
couches and a television but no desk. And 
that's why Carter, Henderson and Johnson— 
who dream of one day producing the next 
Atlanta, the next Moonlight and, yes, the 
next Space Jam—go to work. “Kobe was con- 
tentious, combative,’ says Gotham Chopra, 
an executive producer at Uninterrupted and 
the producer ofthe Showtime doc Kobe Bry- 
ап! з Muse. “I was constantly texting him on 
every little decision. LeBron doesn't seem to 
havethat need. He wants to succeed. But he 
still wants to empower you.” 
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IT’S A JANUARY afternoon at the Cleveland 
Clinic Courts, and after chucking a 
basketball 40 feet up off a wall, catching it 
and tomahawking it in one motion—you 
know, as one does—James walks over to re- 
veal his own muse. How long has James 
seriously wanted to act? “Ever since I was a 
kid,” he says. “I used to always walk around 
the house pretending I was the Fresh Prince 
of Bel-Air.” It was, he admits, more than just 
acharacter on TV. More like an inspiration. 
“The guy makes it out of Philadelphia? I 
treated that as Akron, Ohio. He makes it to 
Los Angeles with a rich family, but he can 
still be himself? That’s what I wanted to be. 
With the blazer inside out, with the Air Jor- 
dan 5s on. All of that.” 

James doesn’t share this because he’s an- 
gling to be Will Smith in a Fresher Prince 
reboot (although, note to self: spectacular 
idea). It's mostly just how he talks about act- 
ing—with the thrilled sincerity of a theater 
major who’s suddenly making it in Holly- 
wood. “One of our stewardesses yesterday, 
she came up to me after I had just got done 
watching The Sopranos—I'm rewatching 
The Sopranos, from the beginning, all the 
way down; I love that show—and she was 
like, ‘I hate to disturb you, but please tell me 
there's a Trainwreck 2 coming.” 

James grins sheepishly. It’s ahumblebrag 
and he knows it. “This is a lady who proba- 
bly doesn’t care about basketball,” he says. 
“She was like, ' You're amazing!" 


Talk to enough people around Los Ange- 
les, though, and you hear a less generous 
critique. In basketball, it has long appeared 
as if the game is too easy for the 6-foot-8, 
250-pound James, whose singular physique 
can make tomahawks look routine. In en- 
tertainment, there are eerily parallel pre- 
sumptions about SpringHill’s operation. “I 
mean, they have LeBron James,’ more than 
one rival producer says, stretching every syl- 
lable for emphasis. Once upon a time, ele- 
vating a Maverick Carter seemed too risky; 
now, in a blockbuster-seeking, celebrity- 
leveraging attention economy, it’s as if the 
posse seems too big to fail. 

“We hear that,’ James says. “That he’s big- 
ger and stronger than everybody, so he 
should win. That he has that platform, so he 
should be successful off the court. But it’s 
not true.” With athletes in media, Carter 
warns, “there are a zillion failed projects.” 

The smile is gone from James’ face now. 
“Гуе been blessed with God-given ability” 
he says. “But I get in here for an 11 o'clock 
practice at 8:30, and I bust my ass in the 
weight room. I get on the court before prac- 
tice for another hour and I work on my craft. 
And off the court, yes, we've been given a 
platform where people would like to listen 
to what I have to say. But how long can we 
keep that door open?” 

LeBron Inc. is huge business right now, 
Carter knows. But quietly, the inner circle 
also believes that it’s worth pondering: Is a 
James who embraces political activism—and 
ethers Charles Barkley—trading mass adula- 
tion for moral authenticity? Can the stagger- 
ing failure rate in Hollywood turn their 
global brand into a burst bubble? Has the 
marathon of fame run its course? Hollywood, 
like Silicon Valley, ritualistically eats even its 
biggest stars. One industry analysis suggests 
that 98 percent of television scripts bought 
by networks fail commercially and that only 
35 percent of new shows last longer than a 
single season. Another study estimates that 
80 percent of movies wind up unprofitable. 
As a production company, LeBron Шс.5 am- 
bitious future is by no means guaranteed. 
“It’s rare to go from zero to 60 that fast across 
so many different platforms,” Tsujihara says. 
There’s even an added risk for an athlete 


that doesn’t exist for an actor or a reality 
star, a danger that Carter has feared so su- 
perstitiously—since well before that AOL 
columnist’s 2005 prophecy—that it explains 
how James wound up playing himself in 
Trainwreck, the 2015 Judd Apatow and 
Amy Schumer comedy. 

Originally, Carter says, Apatow wanted 
James to cameo as a LeBron James who 
hurts his knee and is operated on by lead 
actor Bill Hader, playing a renowned ortho- 
pedic surgeon. Were not doing that role for 
two reasons, Carter recalls telling Apatow. 
One, that’s not the right role for LeBron 
James. And two, he's never been hurt. I’m 
not even going to have him act like he’s hurt. 
So Apatow, Hader and Carter partnered to 
invent a new, expanded role—Hader’s best 
friend. (Amar’e Stoudemire, naturally, was 
the one who ended up getting hurt.) 

James was lauded by critics from The New 
York Times (which declared James “a sur- 
prisingly limber comic presence”) and The 
New Yorker (“greatest motion-picture acting 
performance by an active professional bas- 
ketball player of all time”). Slate declared 
him “the best part of this movie.” Still: Train- 
wreck wasnt James’ film, as they say in the 
industry. “Нез not even on the poster; Cart- 
er notes. And as much as James overdeliv- 
ered, his character was, yes, himself. 

Today, James has committed to sitting 
down each offseason in LA—where he 
bought a mansion two years ago—and re- 
viewing offers for his next movie role. And 
the offers are coming. But in Cleveland, I 
askthe man whos lived as both an idol and 
a villain, and knows the thin line between 
the two, if at some point he might want to 
be what every blockbuster-starved produc- 
eris truly craving. A rolethat Carter knows 
can be the most lucrative in modern enter- 
tainment. A role that, given the prospect of 
sequels and action figures and amusement 
park rides, is akin to failure insurance. 

James grins, catching the drift, perhaps 
mentally fitting himself into the costume 
already—a costume that, for once, would 
not require the padding of fake Hollywood 
rubber muscles. 

“I love comedy; LeBron replies. “But I’ve 
always wanted to be a superhero.’ В 
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А LOT. 


In 2014, I got tickets to my first Knicks 
game. They played so awful, I swore I would 
never, ever come to another game. I’ve been 
playing basketball since the sixth grade, so 
I really do know the sport. I was like: They 
f---ing suck. 

But I gave them another chance. I saw 
some good ball being played. When I’m out, 
I find myself talking about what it is that the 
Knicks need to do. 

First of all: Leave Carmelo alone! Car- 
melo is doing his f---ing job. I understand 
that Melo takes s---, but I don’t know why. 
He gets the f---ing points. I would love him 
to play alittle more defense, but I understand 
why he doesn't. If he was younger, then Га 
say, yeah, yeah, we need to have a little more 
come from Carmelo. If Carmelo stops shoot- 
ing, y'all are going to be pissed. Carmelo 
needs to shoot as much as f---ing possible. 

The Knicks are not going to be a champi- 
onship team with that drama bulls--t. They 


need to find a solid leader. I don’t mean no 
harm, but I don’t think they got one now. 
Someone needs to be in charge and lead. I 
need to have a meeting with the coach. 

Who is the damn coach? Because every 
time I go, I see a person who looks like the 
coach, but he ain’t coaching. Am I wrong? I 
don’t think he’s looking at the team that he 
has, because ifhe did, there would be a dif- 
ferent lineup. 

Derrick Rose—I just love him to death, 
and I want to trust him. But I don't. I al- 
ways think when he goes in for that drive, 
there's like a 50-50 chance: Is he going to 
get his ass knocked out, or is he going to 
make the shot? 

I want him to get a little stronger, as far 
as being captain. He can't be having his little 
trips. Like, flying home type of s--- and you 
don't tell a motherf---er. Not cool. If you're 
going to be the captain of the team, be the 
captain ofthe team. 

And then there's Kristaps Porzingis. He 
already knows how I feel about him. I mean, 
it’s great that you are over 7 feet tall and can 
shoot a 3-pointer and all. But I would really 
love to see him in the bottom banging on the 
boards too. 


They are a good team. What they lack is 
f---ing defense. That’s my biggest problem 
with the Knicks. In other words, they win 
games by like 10 to 15 points, when they 
should be winning by like 30 to 40 points. 

Lee! Lee! Lee! Courtney Lee is one of my 
favorite players. He knows howto shoot the 
3-pointer and he knows how to follow his 
shot too. Нез always where you never think 
he’s going to be. Нез a good hustler. 

To me, Brandon Jennings, he’s the top 
guard. When Jennings gets in there, he 
makes s--- happen. That's just what I think. 

Mindaugas Kuzminskas? Boy, he gives 
me a heart attack every time he touches the 
ball. Because either he's hot or he's not. And 
I don’t think he knows what the f--- the dif- 
ference is. 

They lack fundamentals. Like blocking 
out. You know, that can cost you a champi- 
onship. They have good defensive players; 
Joakim Noah is a great defensive player, but 
Noah only lasts so long because he's injured. 
And Kyle O’Quinn is great at banging the 
boards and stuff, but he's young. They're 
young. They haven't developed a real defen- 
sive backup. 

Now, I know how good a coach Phil Jack- 
son is, but I’m wondering what philosophy 
he had and what is he trying to pass on to 
the team. Or is he just not advising the 
team? He should be the main person who 
knows that Carmelo is doing what he's sup- 
posed to be doing. They shouldn't be in 
some bitch fight. Of all people, he should 
know Carmelo really only has a good three 
years left, maybe. 

So shut the f--- up, let him play his years, 
and just be recruiting other people on the 
side. Carmelo is going to retire in New York. 
Don't let that not happen. Let's not do an- 
other Shaquille O-f---ing-Neal. 

This year, Гуе gone and really enjoyed the 
game. The trades seem to be kind of work- 
ing. I try to go to as many home games as І 
can during the season. 

Yeah, they need improvement, but if this 
is where I'm going to live, if this is going to 
be my home team, then I can represent. G 
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“T see her on 
the side, like, 
jumpin’ up and 
down, tryin’ to 
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"That's my 
boy. I yell 


enough. I 


hears me." 


Porzingis was the first 7-foot rookie to average 14 ppg, 
7 rpg and 1.9 bpg and shoot 33 percent from 3. This 
year he's only gotten better. No wonder he's called the 
Unicorn. But how well will he do with Jones' coaching? 


Do you guys read each 
other's tweets? 

PORZINGIS: | have an 
account, but I’m not on it. 
JONES: | handle my own 
account. | can't trust nobody 
to do it. 

Leslie, you mentioned a few 
things on that account 
about how he could improve 
his game a little bit. 

JONES: Oh damn. You just 
don’t call me out like that. 
PORZINGIS: Let me download 
Twitter real quick. 

JONES: | tell him the same 
thing. | want him to get in 
the weight room so he 

can make his arms strong, 
and then you can help us 
out defensively. 

Were you aware of this 
advice before? 

PORZINGIS: | wasn't. Oh wow. 
Wow. This is awkward. 
JONES: Now you've got me in 
trouble with KP. What is 
wrong with you? 

PORZINGIS: | understand the 
people here in New York. 
They always want to give 
advice and make you better. 
So lll take that as criticism 
and l'Il get in the gym and 
work. That's what | do. 
JONES: You know, | come 
from old-school basketball, 
so anybody who's taller than 
7 feet, they not supposed to 
be above the free throw line. 
PORZINGIS: That's old- 
school mentality. You gotta 
change your mindset a little 
bit. | get a lot of things from 
people. Like, "Oh, stop shoot- 
ing 3s. You're 7-3.” Kinda the 
same thing. 

JONES: | want you to shoot 
the 3s 'cause you f---ing hit 
the 3s! | just want you to do 


some power moves too, 
‘cause they scared of you, 
you know what I’m sayin’? 
You come toward me? I’m 
gonna get the f--- outta 
the way. 

PORZINGIS: Right, right. OK. 
JONES: You have to know my 
first lesson in basketball was 
just get in the middle of the 
key and hold my hands up. 
PORZINGIS: Exactly! That's 
because you're big and the 
coach tells you to go under 
the basket. 

Leslie, what's your 
basketball background? 
JONES: Oh, | played 
basketball since the sixth 
grade. College, high school. 
All that. 

What position? 

A forward/center, thank you. 
| wasn't allowed to shoot 
jump shots ‘cause | was 
over 6 feet tall. 

KP, what's your comedy 
background? 

PORZINGIS: Started since 
the sixth grade. [Laughs.] 
JONES: He's funny as hell! 
You guys seem to have, like, 
alittle chemistry happening. 
JONES: That's my boy. | yell 
at him enough. | know he 
hear me on the side. "Shoot 
the ball, КР!” 

PORZINGIS: When | play, | 
don't really hear too much 
stuff. | try to focus. But | 
see her on the side, like, 
jumpin’ up and down, tryin’ 
to help us on defense. I'm 
like, "Wow." 

That's what you want in a 
fan, though, right? That kind 
of passion? 

PORZINGIS: Yeah. 

JONES: It's a lie. l'm like the 
female Spike Lee. 
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Reading between the 
lines of the debut alb 


RUNNING POINT FOR the Trail Blazers is only 
Damian Lillard’s day job. Turns out the 
2012-13 rookie of the year is just as creative 
in the recording studio. And his love affair 
with beats is as central to his life story as 
the impeccably timed crossover dribble 
that’s made him one of the league’s top 10 
scorers and recently earned him a five-year, 
$120 million contract. 

Lillard’s musical alter ego, Dame 
D.O.L.L.A. (Different on Levels the Lord 
Allows), dropped his first album in October, 
featuring huge names such as Lil Wayne 
and Jamie Foxx. The Letter O quickly hit 
No. 6 on Billboard's rap album chart, rank- 
ing Dame among such stars as The Game, 
D.R.A.M., Joe Budden and Dave East. Re- 
viewers refuse to grade the basketball star 
on a curve but ultimately praise him for, in 
the words of HipHopDX, having an “or- 
ganic knack for storytelling." 

The Letter O—O for Oakland, Ogden and 
Oregon represents a journey that began at 
Oakland High School, where Dame and 
teammates freestyled before and after prac- 
tice. They often ran layup lines to their own 
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warm-up songs. "Our coach [Will Lew] was 
a music producer,” says Drake “Dupre” 
Green, Lillard’s high school teammate, friend 
and a featured artist on O. “He let us go into 
the studio and mess around. We liked what 
we put out, and we ran out to it. Ever since 
then, I think we just had that bug for music.” 
In interviews, the artists, producers and 
executives behind O recall how Lillard’s la- 
bor of love came together last summer and 
divulge the inspiration for each track. Dame 
himself is all basketball during the season 
and decided to let his lyrics speak for him. 


TRACK 1 “BILL WALTON” 
PRODUCED BY $K 


Obviously, I'm built like no other, it ain't no 
stoppin’ me 

$K: That was kinda the first record that 
sparked me working with Damian, period. 
I sent that beat to his A&R Derrick [ Har- 
dy]. Derrick called me, like, a week later 
saying Damian loved it and he’d recorded 
to it. Hardy says, “Dame’s working on an 
album, and we wanna get you to LA.” I was 
like, “Bet. Let’s do it.” That was the record 


that started everything. 

NATE JONES (EXECUTIVE PRODUCER): Basket- 
ball is still first in his life, so he had training 
sessions planned. Hed work out in the morn- 
ing and do demos on his computer. 

DUPRE (ARTIST): Dame never said how impor- 
tant it was for people to respect him as an 
artist as they do a ballplayer. ... Going in, he 
just wanted to make sure he broke that 
boundary of athletes being boxed in. He 
wanted to let everybody know that you 
could do multiple things you were passion- 
ate about. 


TRACK 2 "WASATCH FRONT" 

PRODUCED BY BP THE PRODUCER 

First day I stumbled in teacher hand us the 
syllabus / Pm Dame from East Oakland, I 
don't know if Im feeling this 

JONES: It's about his experience growing 
up—from a boy to a man—in college [ at We- 
ber State, on Utah's Wasatch Front]. But it's 
also about his relationship with [former 
Weber State director of basketball opera- 
tions] Phil Beckner. He was writing that 
songin between workouts with Phil. He was 
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being reminded of all that and being in- 
spired in that moment. 

HARDY: When he first played me the hook, I 
was like, “Wow. I don’t know if there's ever 
been a rap song with Jerry Sloan init” 


TRACK 3 “GROWTH SPURT” 

FEATURING DUPRE AND 

PRODUCED BY BP THE PRODUCER 

I earned my respect, they holla yeah when 
Im home / When I touch down, I be like heir 
to the throne 

BP THE PRODUCER: As I was playing tracks 
from my iTunes, I had it set to go to the next 
one. I had a set list of the beats I was playing 
for him. ... The “Growth Spurt” beat played 
by accident. I immediately went to the next 
one, and everyone was like, “Whoa! Whoa! 
Whoa! Go back!” So I’m like, “OK, cool.” He 
stood up and then his boy [Dupre], and they 
just started instantly looking at each other, 
going back and forth. 

DUPRE: It was more difficult for me because 
I haven’t been in the studio as much. But 
he was there throughout to help, and... he 
trusted me to deliver. We were there from, 


like, 12 a.m. to 12 p.m. every day. He put in 
the work. 


TRACK 4 “MISGUIDED” 

PRODUCED BY LIKE 

Showing off when fine women sitting next to 
you / You rich and she broke, who really fi- 
nessing who 

LIKE (ARTIST/PRODUCER): I sent the batch of 
beats over. He picked this one called “Rozay” 
Dame and I didn’t talk about sports or any 
of that. He came in, and he was immedi- 
ately focused, locked in. He spit to a few 
songs. I was impressed, man. He didn’t 
stumble once. And he did all of that without 
cursing. I was like, “Man, that’s even crazi- 
er.” You know how hard it is for a rapper not 
to curse? And still be taken serious? 


TRACK 5 “THANK YOU” 

FEATURING MARSHA AMBROSIUS, 
BROOKFIELD DUECE AND DANNY 

FROM SOBRANTE AND PRODUCED BY 
CARDIAK AND FOCUS 

All them days when you was sick and hus- 
tlin’ us all to school / Character and confi- 
dence, you gave us all the tools 

BROOKFIELD DUECE (ARTIST AND DAME'S COUSIN): 
You hear a lot of songs about moms, but you 
don’t hear too many about grannies. We 
spent a lot of time over at my grandmother's 
house. [Cecelia Johnson] was pretty influ- 
ential in our lives. Our parents, they all 
worked a bunch of jobs. My mom and Da- 
mian’s mom and a couple of other cousins’ 
moms would drop us off. We kinda grew up 
there. Shed come home and there’d be 10 
kids. She has a big place in our hearts. 
MARSHA AMBROSIUS (ARTIST): Listening to 
[Dame], I still couldn’t put it together in my 
head that this was the ballplayer I watch on 
TV, killing it every night, rapping like that. I 
said, “I have to go to this session.” And at the 
time I was seven and a half months pregnant. 
DUECE: Marsha came in toward the end of the 
sessions. She listened to the song for, like, two 
minutes and was like, “I’m done writing.” She 
wrote it in her head in, like, two minutes. 
CHRIS HENRY (LEAD ENGINEER): Immediately, 
she spits out this chorus. And in about 30 
minutes, she stacked up about 24 tracks of 
vocals that sounded like angels. It’s amaz- 


ing. That’s a situation where everybody 
vibes. The whole record was like that. 


TRACK 6 “PLANS” 

FEATURING JAMIE FOXX AND PRODUCED 
BY BP THE PRODUCER 

You being Hollywood, I'm from the city by 
the bay 

JAMIE FOXX (ACTOR AND ARTIST): Dame just 
wants to get his music out there. It's not 
about limelight. He just wants people to feel 
him musically, and that's why I wanted to be 
a part of it. 

JONES: Aaron and Eric Goodwin, who I work 
for, have been agents for 20-plus years. They 
have a good relationship with Jamie. Dame 
does as well. Dame wanted him on the al- 
bum and thought he would be a good addi- 
tion. The original hook was sung by Manny 
Lotus, who wrote the hook as well. It was an 
opportunity to have Jamie on the album. We 
reached out. Jamie got the vocals to us and 
made it work. 


TRACK 7 “LEGACY” 

FEATURING JUVENILE AND DANNY FROM 
SOBRANTE AND PRODUCED BY SK 

That decorated patience was amazing / 
Looking back at the obstacles that he faced 
that ain't faze him / Bullets that could have 
grazed him but it didn't, boy he a great one 
$K: When I got off the plane in LA, we had 
to work. I just grabbed the aux cord, and this 
was one of the first beats I played. Danny 
started hollering the hook. After he did that, 
man, we just went from there. Damian went 
in the booth and did his thing. It really 
doesn’t take him long to write his verses. 
JONES: We actually met Juvenile for the first 
time in New Orleans for All-Star weekend 
[in 2014]. Не said Juve would be perfect 
and wrote the hook for Juvenile. That’s just 
gotta be crazy to write a hook for one of your 
idols and have him say, “Yeah, I got you.” 


TRACK 8 “LOYAL TO THE SOIL" 
FEATURING LIL WAYNE AND PRODUCED 
BY SWIFF D 


Love me cause I'm solid not because I became 
a cash cow/ Tryna make jobs for younglings 
that's on the ave now 

LIL WAYNE: I liked the song off top. Then I 
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started to notice that really was Dame! 
And—he spittin’! 

SWIFF D: [Dame] walks in and sees me and 
he’s like, “Swiff, Tm a fan of your stuff? And 
Tm like, “Man, I’m a fan of you.” Нез, like, a 
student of the game. He hears something 
tight and he automatically just starts rap- 
ping. He seems really hungry for this. 

LIL WAYNE: Sometimes when you get the ath- 
letes that try to rap, they try to take on a 
persona other than themselves. They try to 
be that rapper. None of us are that rapper! 
All of us are individually ourselves. When I 
heard Dame being that, that said a whole 
lot. He wasn’t talking about hanging on no 
corners. He wasn’t talking about homies 
that hang on corners. He was just being 
positive in a verse. And that’s hard to do 
these days. I believe the world should listen. 
HARDY: Dame didn’t use any profanity on the 
album. All the features didn’t use profanity 
either. But I was like, “If anybody is gonna 
use profanity, it’s gonna be Wayne.” 

LIL WAYNE: The reason why I didn’t cuss—I 
don’t even know. I just go off the top of my 
head. I just go on and I kinda sharpen the 
thoughts, and I make 'em rhyme. I probably 
just didn't cuss, honestly. The subject matter 
didn't require cussing. 


TRACK 8 "ROLL CALL" 
FEATURING BROOKFTELD DUECE AND 
PRODUCED BY $K 


I had to learn my lesson, be careful of my 
surroundings / Pulled that gun up on me 
remember my heart was pounding / Was 
nervous, I should've seen em lurking / I 
started praise and worship, а cold, cold city 
but it gave me sense of urgence 

BROOKFIELD DUECE: It was dope to do a song 
for our neighborhood. We grew up in 
Brookfield. We talked about a lot of stuff 
that goes on in the hood. I named myself 
Brookfield Duece because I want to speak 
for people who can't speak for themselves. 


TRACK 10 "PILLOW TALK" 
FEATURING MANNY LOTUS AND 
PRODUCED BY $K 


Raised in the gutter / Keep it classy with 
some street smarts 
HARDY: I remember it being a fast process. It 
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didn’t take long, just because Dame is always 
one take in the studio. And Manny's a quick 
writer. The two ofthem just went to work. 
SK: I wanted to give them an R&B vibe but 
still keep that hip-hop thing to it. My homie 
Manny went in the booth and did a rough. 
Damian heard the hook and liked it. 
HARDY: When you talk about “pillow talk”— 
they changed the meaning of it. It's about 
what's about to go down, instead of just tell- 
ing your boy or whatever. This is about how 
tonight is just gonna be me and you. 


TRACK 11 “BAGGAGE” 
FEATURING ADRIAN MARCEL AND 
PRODUCED BY OMEN 


I feel like a victim of success, it’s lonely at 
the top 

BROOKFIELD DUECE: What actually happens 
when you go home? You're done doing all 
your work. You're done working out, playing 
the game, doing interviews, doing charity 
work. You just sit there and think about your 
life. How do you actually feel about every- 
thingthat's going on and all the people that's 
around you? It weighs down on you. Like 
baggage. When I sent the hook to Dame, he 
was like, “Man, this is dope.” 


TRACK 12 “HERO” 
FEATURING RAPHAEL SAADIQ AND 


PRODUCED BY RAPHAEL SAADIQ 


I done been robbed at gunpoint, failed a 
couple classes / Grew apart from friendships 
I thought was everlasting 

JONES: Dame already knows Raphael. So we 
just pieced it all together, ended up in Ra- 
phael’s studio, and it really was а song from 
scratch. Raphael came in there and madea 
beat from scratch. Dame had his lyrics in 30 
minutes after hearing the beat. 

RAPHAEL SAADIQ: We're family now, so we 
look out for each other. His dad [Houston 
Lillard] used to look out for me as a kid. I 
guess it’s just karma, man. His mom went to 
school with me and is the same age. ... Ifyou 
from Oakland, you been through something. 
Lknew that he had a story. And it's just Oak- 
land. It’s pride. You get a dap or you get a hug 
when you say youre from The Town. E 


Kelley L. Carter and Karen Civil contributed to this story. 
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THE LIPSTICK IS the first to go. Then the eye 
makeup and foundation that today’s make- 
up artist used to soften the imperfections. 
Over the past few months, Jolene Van Vugt, 
36, has grown accustomed to looking not 
quite like herself. A motocross champion 
and the first female member of Nitro Circus, 
she has launched a new career as a Holly- 
wood stuntwoman. And as she looks in her 
bathroom mirror and washes away the 
gloss, she admits she doesn’t know which 
Jolene the reflection will reveal. 

"I see a different face now,’ she says, refer- 
ring to the accident 17 months ago that 
changed her life. “Some days I’m grateful for 
what I see. On a bad day, all I see is the scar.” 
That’s when she reminds herself she’s 
thankful to be alive and where she is today. 
Allit took was Catwoman, a motorized toilet 
and a brush with death to get her there. 


THE OPENING NOTES of Dolly Parton’s 
“Jolene” fill a Madrid arena as Van Vugt rips 
her Suzuki RM-Z250 toward a motocross 
ramp. “Nitro fans! Who wants to see a back- 
flip?” an announcer booms during the final 
show of Nitro’s 2015 European summer 
tour. “Get on your feet for Nitro Girl! The 
only woman in the world [оса enough to try 
this trick!” She doesn't know it, but this will 
be the final backflip of her Nitro career. As 
she sticks the landing, pillars of fire erupt 
from the arena floor. 

That backflip is Nitro Girl’s signature 
move, the trick that started it all. In July 
2005, Van Vugt visited motocross icon Tra- 
vis Pastrana at his Maryland home, where 
he told her he'd been looking—unsuccess- 
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fully—for a female rider to learn the back- 
flip. Although she'd never hit a ramp on her 
dirt bike, Van Vugt went for it. Within two 
months, under Pastrana's guidance, she be- 
came the first woman to successfully back- 
flip a full-sized dirt bike. 

In Van Vugt, Pastrana found something 
he hadn't in other riders: a commitment 
level on a par with his own. He started invit- 
ing her to video shoots for Nitro Circus, his 
group of action sports athletes. "Any time 
Trav sent an invite, I said yes before reading 
the first sentence, Van Vugt says. “But I 
didn't know it would lead to a career" 

As Nitro Girl, Van Vugt BASE-jumped 
from a biplane, backflipped her dirt bike 
into the Grand Canyon and set a land speed 
record on a motorized toilet. Shed fanta- 
sized about becoming a Hollywood stunt- 
woman as a teenager in Canada, but even as 
she was performing stunts for a living with 
Nitro, she didn't consider herself equal to 
those women. “I never called myself a stunt- 
woman, she says. “You can't just go into 
your backyard, film yourself doing crazy s--- 
and call yourself a stuntperson. I didn't 
think I'd earned it” 


THELONDON TRACK is slick from rain as Van 
Vugt arrives for the audition of her life in 
May 2011. She’s here to ride Ше machine in 
front of her, and she isn't even sure how to 
mount it. “The Batpod is not a motorcycle,” 
says Tom Struthers, stunt coordinator for 
Christopher Nolan's Batman trilogy. “It’s a 
concept vehicle with two wheels” 

It'd been difficult enough to find a dou- 
ble for Christian Bale's Batman in The 
Dark Knight—"A lot of very talented mo- 
torcycle guys couldn't ride the Batpod,” 
Struthers says—but it seemed impossible 
to find a woman to ride it as a double for 
Anne Hathaway's Catwoman in The Dark 
Knight Rises. Still, Struthers and Nolan 
were determined, partly because SAG- 
AFTRA rules stipulate that directors 
“make every effort to cast qualified persons 
ofthe same sex and or race" as the charac- 
ter for which they double. Nolan's crew also 
couldn't imagine casting a man to mimic 
Hathaway's seductive performance. “That 
would have killed the Catwoman image in 


Van Vugt has 
been riding bikes 
since before she 
can remember, 
and long before 
her most 
memorable ride 
on the Batpod. 


my mind, says George Cottle, assistant 
stunt coordinator on the film. 

Van Vugt, who had never auditioned for 
a Hollywood gig before, was given just three 
days to master the Batpod; otherwise the 
job would go to Batman's double, French 
stuntman Jean-Pierre Goy. By the end ofthe 
first day, Van Vugt was racing Goy around 
the track and doing figure eights. “Jolene is 
a supremely talented biker, Nolan says. 
"She picked it up like a natural." 

Forfour months that fall, Van Vugt put on 
the Lycra catsuit, elbow pads, a helmet and 
brunette wig, and applied layers of foam 
sealant and talc to protect her skin from the 
leather gloves and boots. That's right, Nitro 
Girl is allergic to leather. ^I didn't want any- 
body to know or to think I was high-main- 
tenance,” Van Vugt says. “But my hands 
started breaking out in massive red, itchy 
patches, and the makeup lady noticed." 

On days she didn't pilot the Batpod, the 
crew tutored her—how to drive a police car, 
handle weapons, get blown up. As Nitro 
Girl, Van Vugt felt like an adrenalized ver- 
sion of herself, a role she rarely had the 
luxury to turn off. But on set, by becoming 
someone else, she felt free to be Jolene. *Tt 
was а moment in life where you think, ‘This 


»» 


is where I'm meant to be;" she says. “1 
thought, ‘I want to do this the rest of my Ше.” 

But she wasn’t ready to leave Nitro Cir- 
cus, so when the film wrapped, she packed 


up her new skills and went back. Then in 
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September 2015, one day before her 35th 
birthday, her world came crashing down. 


VAN VUGT HAS never watched footage of the 
accident that nearly killed her. But a video 
exists. At Nitro Circus, the cameras are al- 
ways rolling. In the clip, shes seated in a plas- 
tic whiskey barrel, her head and shoulders 
exposed and a towrope in her hand. On this 
test run, she's trying out a winch that will re- 
place a 50-foot ramp and the whiskey barrel, 
a new contraption similar to her miniature 
Barbie car. The winch springs into action, 
pulling her toward a ramp at 30 mph. She 
lets go, and in an instant, the barrel starts to 
wobble and careens off course on two 
wheels. ^I couldn't jump off,’ she says. “I was 
asitting duck.” Her right elbow hits scaffold- 
ing, and then her face smashes into a pole 
a couple of feet away. With Van Vugt still 
inside, the barrel slams onto the concrete 


5 feet below, and the video fades to black. 

During Nitro Circus Live shows last year, 
the video would segue to a photo of Van Vugt 
with a jagged scar on her forehead and her 
right arm in a cast; she's had multiple sur- 
geries, including one to insert a large plate 
and 17 screws into her arm, and another to 
reconstruct her nose and left eye socket. An 
emcee would askthe crowd to wish her well. 

But Van Vugt didn't want that video 
shown. She pleaded with Mike Porra, then 
Nitro's CEO, to pull it. ^I felt violated;" she 
says. "But I was told he owns the video and 
could do with it what he wanted." 

She appeared at a few shows, looking 
away while the video played and waving to 
fans when it ended. But after each event, she 
felt worse. After several months away, she 
told Porra she was ready to return to Nitro— 
on herterms. No video. “It wasn't something 
I wanted to rehash for someone else’s enter- 
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tainment,” Van Vugt says. Porra’s answer, 
again, was no. The video stayed. Van Vugt 
felt she had no choice but to walk away. 

“I had to stand up to him, stand up for 
myself” she says. “It was the hardest decision 
of my life to leave Nitro. But I felt angry and 
disrespected. I control my life and my story, 
and I was determined to get that back.” 


BLOOD DRIPS FROM Van Vugt’s right foot 
through a hole in her faux-leather boots and 
onto the kick-starter of a Honda CRF250. 
She ignores the pain, kicks the bike to life and 
tears down a dirt road. When fans watch this 
scene in the Season 2 premiere of NBC’s 
Blindspot, they'll see FBI agent Kurt Weller 
(Sullivan Stapleton) chase counterfeiter 
Laura Moses through wooded trails, shoot 
out her back tire and arrest her at gunpoint. 
Then Moses surrenders and removes her 
helmet, and Van Vugt5 face appears. 

Blindspot isn’t Van Vugts first stunt job 
since leaving Nitro last May, but it’s the big- 
gest and most meaningful. By revealing her 
face on-screen, she announced her return 
to making a living on a motorcycle, a new 
identity born from old skills. “It’s not Jolene 
playing Jolene’ in Nitro,’ Van Vugt says. “It’s 
fun to step out of your own life.” 

When the writers saw her ride, they began 
scripting parts specifically for her. “They 
write the season as they go, and because that 
first scene went so well, the writers were like, 
we need more motorcycle scenes,” says sec- 
ond unit director Chris Place. 

A year and a half ago, Van Vugt couldn’t 
have seen this coming, how one of the worst 
days of her life would lead to some of her 
brightest, how leaving the identity she’d 
known for a decade would lead her to find 
comfort in playing someone else. But she’s 
made peace with the past. She lives with Pas- 
trana and his family whenever she’s based in 
the U.S. It was at his home where she first 
got back onto a bike after her accident, and 
it is there that she is preparing for the next 
time Hollywood comes calling. 

“I want to show the industry they can keep 
building strong characters because we have 
the stuntwomen to back them пр, Van Vugt 
says. “I want to help make as many female 
characters as badass as they can be^ H 
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ACT ONE 


DIVORCE : 


А DRAMA IN SIX 
PRESS CONFERENCES 


Screenplay by 
David Kohan 


Nae 


INT. GOLDEN STATE WARRIORS LOCKER ROOM - DAY 
KEVIN DURANT, wearing his Warriors uniform, stands in 
front of his locker, addressing reporters. 


DURANT 
I feel really grateful to play with a 
bunch of players who are selfless and enjoy 
the game in its purest form. 
INT. OKLAHOMA CITY THUNDER LOCKER ROOM - THE NEXT DAY 
RUSSELL WESTBROOK, wearing his Thunder uniform, stands in 
front of his locker, addressing reporters. 


REPORTER 
Russell, do you think by calling his new 
teammates “selfless,” Kevin was implying 
that you’re selfish? 


RUSSELL grimaces at him contemptuously, then, 


REPORTER 
OK, well let me ask you about shot 
distribution. Are you concerned -- 


DURANT 
Yorkshire terrier! Little cos арс ао 
І throw him the ball апа I never see it 
again. And he craps all over my dreams of 
an NBA championship I mean, floor. 


OKLAHOMA CITY THUNDER LOCKER ROOM - THE NEXT DAY 


REPORTER 
Kevin said -- 


WESTBROOK 
I don’t want to hear any more about what 
Kevin said. I’m done talking about it. 


REPORTER 
No response to the Yorkshire terrier 
comments? 


RUSSELL stares at the керо шале (ако еј 


REPORTER (CONT’D) 
Any thoughts about his new Rick James 
tattoo? 


unable to help 


himself: 


WESTBROOK 


I don’t see you writing that 
I just got a new pet and named it KD. 


REPORTER 

I didn’t know. What kind of AEE ne? 
WESTBROOK 

She Kitten. 


INT. GOLDEN STATE WARRIORS LOCKER ROOM - THE NEXT DAY 
REPORTER 
Kevin, do you think Russell Westbrook was 
trying to tell you something by buying a 
female kitten and naming it KD? 


Шу 


DURANT 
Why you guys always gotta be so negative?! 
He named a pet after me just like I named а 
pet after him. It’s a respect thing: 


REPORTER 
You have a pet named Russell? What kind 
Cras 

DURANT 


I don’t want to talk about it. I want to 
talk about basketball. I want to talk about 
my new team. 


tattoo of Mick Jagger 


Why? 


WESTBROOK 
No reason. 


A long beat. Then, unable to help himself: 


WESTBROOK (CONT’D) 
So he can know what it’s like to have a 
pair of Stones. 


GOLDEN STATE WARRIORS LOCKER ROOM - THE NEXT DAY 


REPORTER 
How do you respond? 
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WE: пе: аи - ACT TWO 


then, instead of coming back with a renewed BEHIND CLOSED DOORS 

: I : з A с 1 

the tean that beat him! N 1eart! N 

har ct r E u know what ме call pete Screenplay by 

| „есш TOME Adam McKay 
INT. G E - ЈА 
rr tak 
DURANT OPEN ON: 
I’m or aol š t Warrior ind f not 
INT. ORACLE AR - NIGHT 

REPORTER t S an t Е ime 


WIZ KHALIFA REMIX OF "WE ARE 


the NUGGETS. 
EEN steals the 
JURANT, who 

hits back-to- 


комка & ЧЕ ЕММУ MINUTES LATER 
AWARD-WINNING 
CREATOR AND 
EXECUTIVE PRODUCER 
oF WILL & GRACE, 


WHICH RETURNS To 


interviews: 


It's about р the game the way it's 


meant to be 


THOMPSON 
Know what number 1 
W. Did you see wha 
number. 


2 


better than 50 points? 
I did there? W's not a 


то 


REPORTER 
Yes, I got it, Klay. 


LOCKER ROOM DOOR CLOSES - THE PRESS IS GONE 
MUSIC: OUT 


The locker room is now quiet. DURANT sits with his back to 
everyone in a spinning high-backed chair. We hear а solo 
sarcastic clap as he spins slowly to face the room. 


DURANT 
Bravo ... We beat the Nuggets. The big, bad 
Nuggets! And little Stevie Curry had ... 
(looks at a stat sheet) 
36 points! 


CURRY 


d before you got here, 
I used to get 36 in а half! 
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EN ааа 


JAVALE MCGEE pours champagne into DURANT'S glass. 


DURANT 

When I was in OKC, one time I got 36 points 

while I was snow-blind! We were on a 
Ski trip and I forgot my goggles, that part 
doesn't matter! What does matter is I only 
had 28 tonight! You know who gets 28 
points? Goddamn Brook Lopez gets 28! Even 
Robin Lopez gets 20 sometimes! 


He throws his glass at the wall, shattering it. 


CURRY 
Maybe if you had a baby hook like every 
other 7-footer! 


DURANT 
I'M 6-9!!! DON'T EVER CALL ME 
7 FEET TALL!!! 


DURANT charges at CURRY. GREEN gets in between them. 


GREEN 
Hey! Hey! Enough of this! We-need to 
control our emotions! Now, I've been 
scheduling meditation Tuesdays all year and 
you two never show up. 


ZAZA PACHULIA 
I show up! 


GREEN 
And Zaza ends up watching Baywatch reruns 
in Russian on his phone the whole time. We 
have to get emotionally centered as a team! 


CURRY 
The hell with being centered! I've got 
to get mine! My daughter Riley got on 
the computer the other night and spent 
6 million bucks on Webkinz. I need a 
new contract! 


We hear crying in the locker room. Everyone turns. 
It's KLAY THOMPSON holding the discarded stat sheet. 


THOMPSON 
Eight points? Eight? 


ANDRE IGUODALA comforts him. 


DRAYMOND GREEN comes to his side. 
and understanding. 


DURANT takes another glass from his back 
pours champagne into it. uS 


IGGY 
It's OK, Klay. I haven't scored eight points 
Since they released the iPhone 3. 


THOMPSON 


(speaking through choking crying inhales) 


When the ball ... goes in the net ... people 
like me ... but when it doesn't ... no one 
likes me 


GREEN 
It's OK, buddy ... Remember what we talked 
about? How people can love you for you and 
not your accomplishments? Did you listen to 
that Pema Chodron MP3 I put on your phone? 


THOMPSON 
(through tears) 

Yes TU The lady said nice things ... She 
маз like Hubie Brown except she talked about 
stuff besides transition D š 


Another glass smashes against the wall. 


DURANT 
Man, I'm sick of this s---! You've all 

| 1 опе 
soft! This team is like an episode of : 
Caillou! 


CURRY 
Stop throwing glasses! 


IGGY 
Where's he get them from? 


CURRY 
That's why you carry that backpack. 


He's very compassionate 


JAVALE 


DURANT 
Here’s how it's going to be from now on! 
I get 30 shots a night. Whatever’s left 


you all can fight over. 


CURRY 
And what you gonn 
go to hell? Huh? 


a do if I tell you to 


DURANT 
Then our new coach is 
problem. 


‘KOBE BRYANT walks іп. © 


BRYANT 
Buonasera, bitches. Here’s how it’s going 
to be: Kevin shoots 50 times a game. 


gonna have a big 


CURRY 
You can’t hire your own coach! 


DURANT hands KOBE a glass; he smashes it against a wall. 


BRYANT 
He just did! And from now on, anyone who 


passes gets fined! 


r glass; KOBE throws it, but this 


DURANT hands him anothe 
d a hand catches the glass! 


time, at the last secon 


DURANT 
What the hell? 


VOICE (О.С.) 
Enough! 


STEVE KERR, in a wheelchair with a blanket across his 
legs, a la Professor X from the X-Men, wheels in. 


STEVE KERR 
We shall play as a team 


JAVALE MCGEE 


(freaked) 
His words ... He’s not speaking, but I 


can hear them in my head ... 


DURANT 


Man, your freaky mind tricks don’t scare 


me! 


MCKAY IS THE 
OSCAR- WINNING 
CO-WRITER OF THE 
BIG SHORT AND 
THE DIRECTOR OF 
ANCHORMAN AND 
STEP BROTHERS . 
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KERR puts his fin 1 
дег to his tem 15" 
who suddenly speaks in a flat tle ide 


TOW DURANT (CONT'D) 
t err is correct. Basketb i 

А all _ 
tiful when the ball moves to the ees 


BRYANT 
(also mind-cont 
: rolled) 
have to go teach a free clinic on the art 


of the chest 
of America. pass at the Boys & Girls Club 


He exits. 


KERR 


Tomorrow night we have the Spurs. Draymond 


I need you to ki - 
rattle them. ck someone in the balls to 


DRAYMOND 


But that's not wh " 
се E Mee ал! People. жїзї think 


KERR 


You’ i 
ou'll do it for the team. 


A 
bench player, IAN CLARK, yells way too loudly 


вани IAN S aah 


EVERYONE goes quiet. 


v IGGY 
ou're not supposed to talk, man. 


А CURRY 
Who 15 that guy? 


> KERR 
° 4 
w let^s alll go to dinner at тст Friday's 


ALL 
I love that place 
Friday! How cool! 
though, right? 


And it's actually 
Separate checks 


EVERYONE exits. 


MUSIC: "THE WARRIOR,” 
BY S 
too loudly so it Fue = BEDA 


focuses" on DURANT, 


FADE OUT: 


ACT THREE 


HEROES AND VILLAINS 


Screenplay by 
Cheo Hodari Coker 


BLACK SCREEN: 

A familiar piano line. À stutter step of a beat. 
FADE UP ON: 

THE MANHATTAN SKYLINE 

Lit up. Skyscrapers reaching toward God, lights. 
MUSIC: “N.Y. STATE OF MIND,” BY NAS 


We move around the city, the full streets, the people, 
to the rhythm of the song until we find the mecca. We 
hear the sound of squeaking sneakers and leather 
hitting a hard surface. Only one thing makes that 
sound. 


INT. MADISON SQUARE GARDEN - NIGHT 


The place is rocking. People on their feet. SPIKE LEE 
waving his arms. WOODY ALLEN looking circumspect. 
Fourth quarter. Thirty seconds left. KNICKS against 
GOLDEN STATE. 103 to 103. CURRY has the ball in his 
hands. Chewing on his mouthguard. He looks around the 
court. KLAY to his left, DURANT to his right moving 


fast. Both covered by COURTNEY LEE and CARMELO ANTHONY. 


(There’s that damn organ. The one that always plays 
when things get tight.) 


DRAYMOND low to the ground, KRISTAPS PORZINGIS hover- 
ing, pulling. DRAY makes eye contact with CURRY. They 
give each other a nod. They’ve done this countless 
times, in practice, and games like this, when it’s all 
on the line. 


Victory or death. 


CURRY passes to the left wing. DRAYMOND, swooping low, 
catches the ball, dribbles, stutter-steps, while CURRY 
cuts to the basket, looking for the give-and-go. 
Instead, DRAYMOND pulls up just behind the 3-point 
line, SHOOTS, and CLANG, it bounces off the rim into 
KLAY'S hands. KLAY goes back up ... misses, and before 


DRAYMOND can get the rebound, he pushes past PORZINGIS, 


who with the slightest contact falls to the ground. 


A whistle blows. 


DRAYMOND is furious. He pleads his case to the REF, who 


becomes angrier the louder DRAYMOND gets. He turns and 
walks away. DRAYMOND keeps jawing, walking after the 


rv and passionate. The ref T's him up ... twice. 
424 Out of the Gana, PORZINGIS steps to the line to take 
his foul shots. DRAYMOND walks toward the bench, steam 
coming out of his ears. He catches STEVE KERR'S glance and 
steps to him a bit. Says something. He raises his voice. 
DRAYMOND raises his. DAVID WEST stands between them. It gets 


heated. 


DRAYMOND turns and heads for the locker room. He walks past 
a man wearing a black hoodie standing just inside the Е 
tunnel. LUKE CAGE has ап all-access pass to the city, it 
seems, and the Garden is one such locale. 


INT. HALLWAY - NIGHT 


DRAYMOND comes out, wearing a dark blue suit and carrying a 
leather duffel. LUKE, hood up, leans against the wall. He 
takes his hood down. 


Hands, dap, shoulder bump, obligatory black man's nod. 
Respect. 


OND 


s---! 


DRAYMOND (CONT'D) 
What are you doing here? 


LUKE 
Carmelo invited me. Waiting on him. 


DRAYMOND 
You know Melo? 


LUKE 
That's my man. I did security at the Rucker 
last year. 
(beat) 
People chill when I'm around. 


DRAYMOND 
No doubt. Tell your man to keep his bags 
packed. Where you think he's going? 


LUKE 
The Land. Y'all changed the game when you 
landed KD. 

DRAYMOND 
Yeah. He's a beast. I bet he's stronger than 


you. 


Long pause. They both laugh. 


LUKE 
Your temper 


DRAYMOND shakes his head. 


DRAYMOND 


Here we go. You gonna tal 
Cu alk : 
and the series. about Cleveland 


LUKE 


I wasn't even goin 
g there. You 
that every day. ou get 


LUKE 


DRAYMOND 


No. 
Every day. 


T LUKE 
DRAYMOND at foul just now cost 
: и с you the me. 
Yo. Shouldn’t you be out saving somebody? заде 
T DRAYMOND 
LUKE Ша foul? He flopped. Ref was : 
] . 7 out of 
That's my job. Not my whole life. You ever ог В. 
be on your day off, and if you walk by a LUKE 
basketball court, people expect you to jump He T'd you up after you followed him 
on it? ¿ 
ў DRAYMOND 
DRAYMOND ou Sure you ain't working for ESPN? 
All the time. A. Smith got a camera рна. eius ee 
LUKE ü LUKE 
Well, people shoot at me. Sometimes I need a ero to hero, you've got t 
break. Just sayin'. g О slow your roll. 
DRAYMOND DRAYMOND 
I saw the YouTube. That s--- is ill. You're Now you sounding like Steve. 
bulletproof. 
+ LUKE 
LUKE ou know why he yells at you, ri 
+ : 1 2 , 
True. They bounce off. But they still hurt. dam pos at him. He had to yell št Eus 
о уе at Jordan. He’s yellin 
: at 
DRAYMOND remind everyone else that when Ein gU bs 
Well, imagine the alternative. tight, you've got to think as a team fou 
the pulse. The heartbeat. i ze 
LUKE 


Can I offer you some advice? DRAYMOND looks at LUKE. 


DRAYMOND Р DRAYMOND 
How ‘bout I offer you some: UFC. This what you do? Walk around and GELET 
people advice they ain’t ask for between 
LUKE whupping ass? 
Turned them down. What's Conor McGregor 
going to do to me? Wouldn’t be fair to him. LUKE 


That’s why he wants Mayweather. Sometimes I whup ass and offer advi 
at the same time My schedule i t 
. e is 
DRAYMOND eight. 
Why don't you fight them both at the same 


time? 


LUKE 
I need a challenge. NW Mm 


DRAYMOND 
Fifty mil is all the challenge you need. You 
said you had advice for me? 


+ FORWARD AL' 


Q 


4 
LS, 


\ 
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DRAYMOND laughs. 


DRAYMOND 
Same as mine. 


They both laugh. 


DRAYMOND (СОКТ" D) 
You always come to games? 


LUKE 
When I’m not getting shot at. 
(beat) 
looks I didn’t mean во SEY ату 


DRAYMOND (CONT'D) 
You ever lose your Сетреве 


DRAYMOND HYPERFLASH ON: Kicking a dude into the elevator at 


Yeah, ’cause you coming off like some- Crispus Attucks Complex. 


bodv's Pops: 
BACK ON: LUKE. 


LUKE 


Theres Колу опе Pope LUKE 
Nah. 
A door opens. CURRY walks out. So does KLAY. They look (beat) 
at DRAY talking with LUKE. DRAYMOND looks up. They You gotta remember. People are following 
exchange looks like, “Is that who I think that is?” LUKE me. 
мамев them over. They both take selfies with LUKE, then (beat) 


walk down the hallway toward the exit where the bus is. Always forward. 


DRAYMOND DRAYMOND 
Gotta go. Forward ... always. 

LUKE LUKE turns and walks away. DRAYMOND watches him. The door 
Nice meeting you. opens again. STEVE KERR walks out. 

DRAYMOND KERR 


(Сант ЛЕ e а pic? That Luke Cage? 


LUKE DRAYMOND 
No doubt. Yeah. 
DRAYMOND pulls out his phone and takes a selfie with PEER е й 
LUKE. Every dey, it's something else with you. 
DRAYMOND DRAYMOND 
For the Gram. You got a hashtag? Coach, I'm sorry about what happened. 
(beat) 
LUKE Won't happen again. 
Hashtag Forward Always. 
: KERR 
DRAYMOND Nes it will, 


ШО «е тал Е 
KERR smirks. They walk together. 


DRAYMOND picks up his bag. Is about to walk away. And 


stops. DRAYMOND 


Phil used to yell at you? 


KERR 
And sometimes I'd yell back. 


They keep talking as they walk toward the bus. They reach 
the bus and get on. The door closes behind them. 


КБК IS THE 
о” AND FADE OUT: 
EXECUTIVE PROPUCER 
OF MARVEL'S LUKE 
CAGE. HIS CREDITS 
INCLUDE WoToR/OUS 
ANDTHE UPCOMING FILM 


LOWRIDERS. 


BY 
HOWARD 
BRYANT 


The Williams Movement In atime of unrest, 
Serena Williams’ 23rd grand slam title stands asa 
triumph of talent, perseverance and self-belief. 


ou watch the protests, hear them outside your window and see them on 
TV, millions of women marching across the globe on Jan. 21. You talk 
with a man you ve known since 11th grade—white, respectable, of un- 
remarkable wealth or accomplishment yet carrying a learned smugness, completely secure 
in the legitimacy of his status—who you discover is offended more by the vulgarity of the 
protest signs than the vulgarity that created them. Fortified by the protections and perks of 
maleness in perpetuity, he speaks of the women as a minor inconvenience, a moth on his 
tweed. “It was a moment, not a movement, he tells you. “It changed nothing.” 

After a lifetime of diminishment, these words should carry no value, yet they remain inside 
you, eating at you. During this same conversation, he tells you of his *loss of respect" for 
civil rights icon John Lewis, and you know then that this person you've known for decades 
is not only talking about the women marching. He's talking about you too. 

You watch the Australian Open championship between Venus and Serena Williams with 
this tumult in mind, and when Serena becomes a champion again, It «vas a moment, not a 
movement rises up like bile, and you wonder whether their presence will not feel like defi- 
ance. But you know better. It will not. 

You see them hug, see the teary fans. The humanity of it all. You want to trust that this 
breathtaking show of respect for these two champions is part ofthe natural ritual of sports— 
swords falling as the twilight nears, a ceremonial and final, unifying act—but you cannot 
shake the slights. 

If you have eyes and a heart, you see just how difficult these matches really are. You see 
Serena turn her back to Venus after a point to cloak her emotion. She will scream “Come on!” 
directly toward Victoria Azarenka, but she will not embarrass her sister. You see Venus, and 
when she says to the audience, “Serena Williams, that's my little sister, guys; she receives 
compliments for being gracious and elegant, but she is both elegant and protective. Even in 
their finals, it was never one against the other but two against everyone. 

Watching weak shots get pummeled, you realize that the legacy of Venus and Serena 
cannot be found in a trophy case but in all ofthe athletic big hitters—the Maria Sharapovas 
and Garbine Muguruzas—who now define the women's game. The Williams sisters became 
the measure, and if you couldn't hit with them, you couldn't play. In turn, they forever di- 


minished the championship hopes ofthe waifish and the crafty, the 
Agnieszka Radwanskas and Carla Suarez Navarros, and thanks to 
the sisters, there will be youngsters weeded out ofthe game earlier 
because they just don't hit the ball hard enough. You see a sport 
revolutionized. You see legacy in action. 

You watch the patriarchy step on the Williamses, even when it 
wants to blow them kisses. Serena thanks the crowd, the tourna- 
ment, her blood— but not her new fiancé, Reddit co-founder Alexis 
Ohanian, an omission that was mentioned often by broadcasters. 
In your mind, you flip through years of victory speeches, trying to 
remember a moment when Roger Federer or Rafael Nadal or Andy 
Murray was chastised for not mentioning his spouse or girlfriend by 
name. You can find none. 

As an all-Williams final became inevitable, you hear only the 
legend Chris Evert giving credit to Richard Williams, head of the 
family that didn't belong until the championship trophies piled so 
high even the critics finally had to surrender. You remember talking 
with him at Wimbledon 2012. He spoke about his daughters, about 
the family not being wanted by the blue bloods of tennis, and you 
knew by the way his eyes fixed on you—older black man to young- 
er one in the United Kingdom—that he was really talking about 
America, how if you are not white, you don't get to be smug because 
you're not protected by perks in perpetuity, how you never have the 
luxury of determining what is a movement and what is a moment 
because you are always the target. 

“There was only one way: win,” Richard Williams said, and when 
the sisters are standing on the podium in Melbourne, you see their 
excellence triumph, their blood vindicated. “Win and make them 
deal with us. Win and they have to give you a seat at the table, even 
ifthey don't want you there” 
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To capture moments few have witnessed, 


Vou mustventure re few have gone. 
The road to get there may be more 


challenging, but the rewards are worth it 


for those willing to brave the journey? > 
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